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ABSTRACT
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis was used to examine how young adults with
prior out-of-home care experience make meaning of the Independent Living (IL) process (Smith,
Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Participants had been in foster care, kinship care, and informal care
settings. All participants were enrolled at the university or had recently graduated from the
university. All participants were female, white, and from mixed geographic background. None
registered as having disability, although evidence of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES)
was shared. Only one study participant had prior experience with an IL contractor.
Individual interviews were conducted, followed by a focus group. The how and what of
the learning about topics of IL were explored. Additional questions probed how meaning was
made from the formal or informal IL learning experience. Familiarity with New Public Service
themes found in local, county, state government was also explored.
While each participant pointed out the uniqueness of their experience, the study found
similarities sufficient to identify themes, sub-themes and patterns in their experiences. Themes
included context of Basic Needs, as well as content in Priority of Education/Work, Attention to
Task/Organization, and Challenges with Health/Relationships. Patterns woven through the
experience and meaning expressed by participants included safety, work ethic, and healthy
relationships. The participants’ desire to impact public policy through the study was apparent.
Recommendations for practice, research and policy were addressed, along with need for
collaborative research among professionals in the field, academics, and the young adults whose
voices of experience need to be at the policy table reinforcing the theme that grounded the study,
“Nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 2000).
Key Words: qualitative research, Phenomenology, Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis, Fostering Success, Independent Living, Out-of-Home care, Kinship care, transition,
Child Welfare, Chafee, emancipation, New Public Service, Street Level Bureaucracy, Public
Administration
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Rationale for the Study
This study is about the importance of listening to the experiences of persons directly
impacted by complex public policy and programs. It is also about the healing power of fortitude
and persistence. In exploring the data offered by study participants, a statement used in
examining leadership of organizations is brought to life- “We build the bridge as we walk on it”
(Quinn, 1996, p.83). This study used the shared stories of its participants to explore the essence
of Independent Living (IL) services and/or topics, whether learned formally through stateorganized efforts, or informally on one’s own with the support of other adults. For the most part,
study participants built their own systems as they moved into adulthood – thus building the
bridge while walking on it. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to
explore how former foster youth, with and without disability, having resided in out-of-home care
(OHC) in Wisconsin, made meaning of their experience with Independent Living services
provided or available to them. Study participants were enrolled as young adults at a midwestern
university or were recent alumni of OHC and the university.
It has been the belief of the researcher that gaps may exist in the research and available
data about the Independent Living experience of youths and young adults with OHC experience.
Gaps identified were in the areas of attention to young adults with disability (diagnosed or
undiagnosed), and in attention to possible lapses in the IL curriculum itself, particularly in
relation to the frames of emotional support and to the potential for application of a theory of
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Public Administration (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007). To better understand the implications of
possible gaps, interviews and a focus group were selected as the most appropriate approach to
collecting data from young adults with prior OHC experience. The researcher believes in the
importance of involving young adults in exploration of the meaning of Independent Living in
their lives. Listening to the voices and stories of the persons most impacted by policy and
procedure was at the core of the activities in this study. As enrolled students in a university
setting, or as recent graduates, study participants were rare resources of information in a field
striving for improvement of services and care for its client/consumers (Courtney et al., 2017;
Gothrow & Kaplan, 2018; Parry & Weatherhead, 2014; Pecora et al., 2005; Phillips et al., 2015;
Roller et al., 2006; Steffe & McNamara Barry, 2012).
As a phenomenological study, the work entailed interviews and a focus group with
participants. Data analysis included exploration of possible themes, commonalities, and
differences in the data provided by young adults with and without disability who had prior OHC
involvement. Data provided was about their lived experiences with learning Independent Living
services. Two primary research questions (RQs) guided the beginning of the work. RQ1 asked,
“How might Independent Living services have helped make meaning of or enhanced transition to
adulthood for study participants who are youths and young adults (with and without disability)
having lived in out-of-home care?” RQ2 was, “How does the Public Administration theory of
New Public Service align with the experience and understanding of public service entities
reported by study participants?” Other questions were added at secondary and tertiary levels as
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the study developed with the participants. No more than one interview was needed to collect
data, although follow-up contact was made for clarification of responses.
In this process, the researcher explored and documented personal experiences with the
Independent Living efforts provided for youths and young adults from OHC. The researcher
previously held a professional role with the Fostering Success program at the University of
Wisconsin-Stout. This experience informed the basis of the study.
Although never a participant in OHC, the researcher recognized how learning about IL
personally may have contributed to the ability to view data provided by participants with a clear
outlook. Examining personal experience as researcher and then bracketing the information apart
from data collected from participants is called epoche (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 105).
Epoche, or bracketing, enables the researcher to see data with recognition of one’s own
experience set aside. This process allows the researcher better opportunity for fresh perception of
data provided by participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 78). Procedures for conducting the
research were drawn from qualitative research texts and from works in qualitative research
design (Creswell, 2014; Creswell, et al., 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Smith et al., 2009).
This study used Zoom technology for interviews and the focus group. A research
assistant aided in coordination of the focus group technology and offered field notes. Interviews
and focus group videography were professionally transcribed. The study included review of
related documents, observations of participants during interviews and focus group, and
application of field notes to transcript notations. The timing of the project happened to align with
pandemic response policies that discouraged in-person meetings and gatherings. Study
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participants were enrolled at or were recent graduates of a mid-sized university located in west
central Wisconsin.
Definitions of terms used in the study are included near the end of this chapter.
Independent Living Services
Independent Living and related services are received by youths and young adults with
and without disability in OHC between the ages of 14 and 21 years, also indicated in Table 2
later in this chapter (DCF, Independent Living, 2020). Services are designed to aid youths in
preparation for young adulthood and for emancipation from OHC to fully independent living as
an adult, covering 14 content categories (DCF, Independent Living, 2020). Youths typically
leave OHC at age 18, but the time in OHC can be extended through provision of the child
welfare agency, the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (DCF). IL service provision
is required by federal law for states receiving funding to support Independent Living curriculum
and delivery through the James H. Chafee Independent Living Program of the Children’s
Bureau, Administration for Children and Families (ACF), part of the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (Children’s Bureau, 2020). The funds are designated for use with youths
and young adults who have lived in OHC. Reports are filed with the National Youth in
Transition Database (NYTD) by DCF twice annually regarding the IL progress and other topics
related to youth in OHC and their progression to emancipation (DCF IL Summary Report, 20162019, p.6). The NYTD is housed at the Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and
Families within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. A definition of IL services
is found at the end of this chapter in the Definitions section.
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Additional Independent Living services are available for youths and young adults with
disabilities through funding from the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Public Law 93-112, amended in
2015 by WIOA). To participate in these services, contact is made with a local Centers for
Independent Living (CIL) office (CILWW, 2020). A series of options include analysis of
benefits, assessment of need for home modifications and accessibility, assessment of need for IL
training, and additional education/referral (CILWW, 2020). Youths with disabilities preparing
for transition to adulthood may be eligible for Pre-Employment Transition Services, also funded
through the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (amended). Centers for Independent Living of Western
Wisconsin (CILWW) “facilitate the transition of youth who are individuals with significant
disabilities, who were eligible for individualized education programs under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act and who have completed their secondary education, or otherwise left
school, to post-secondary life” (CILWW, 2020). From this point forward, any reference to
youths and young adults with prior OHC experience will by inference include those persons with
disability and those persons without disability unless comment about specific services is needed.
Value of Research Design
Examining the value of the research design began with the exploration of how best to
include the voices of young adults with OHC experience in the study. It is the voices of the
young adults that seemed lacking in the literature. An email request was sent through the staff at
the Fostering Success office to young adults who have prior OHC experience (former foster
youth) and who are already enrolled in postsecondary education. The request was for them to
share their personal experience individually and/or to discuss their experience with IL in a focus
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group. A request to share experience included a request to disclose whether they are persons with
disability (diagnosed or not diagnosed), or persons without disability. Participants self-selected
for this study. There was no requirement to participate in this study. The conversations
(interviews and focus group) had the potential to clarify the roles Independent Living topics
and/or services played in the lives of young adults who are succeeding where, traditionally, many
living in similar circumstances have not succeeded. Available fact sheets indicated 70% of youth
in OHC want to pursue postsecondary education, but 6% of them complete a postsecondary
degree after aging out of care (Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute [CCAI], 2018).
Regarding the educational outcomes of children in foster care, another fact sheet indicated the
rate of foster alumni who complete a degree to be between 2 and 10.8% (ACF, 2018).
Participants in this study obtained IL services either formally or informally. They were
enrolled and attending a postsecondary institution (or were recent graduates) of higher learning
with plans to complete a degree, and in the present or near future, planned to maintain personal
independence with adult rights and responsibilities that might for some include civic
engagement.
Value of Informal Independent Living learning
Another value of the study included collection of data recognizing and drawing on the
experience of young adults who experienced IL training informally, rather than in a structured or
semi-structured relationship with a contractor, mentor, or an advisor or in a classroom or group
environment. This type of training did not necessarily follow set curriculum and was dependent
upon relationships with foster parents; kinship care providers; teachers, mentors, or trusted
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adults; friends; family members; or others. There was a limited distinction between the formal
curriculum and the informally, individually shared paths followed by participants in negotiating
entry to adulthood. The exploration of this aspect of Independent Living is considered in
reference to a brief filed about next generation response to IL needs. The Office of Planning,
Research and Evaluation of the Administration for Children and Families filed a report led by a
comprehensive research team on the planning of an evaluation format for the next generation of
response to the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (Courtney et al., 2017).
Multiple studies of youths in transition through Independent Living noted in the brief cite the
potential need for greater individuation of services to youths in OHC care and after, as they
prepare for emancipation and beyond (Courtney et al., 2017).
Role of Wisconsin Department of Children and Families in Relation to this Study
The State of Wisconsin child welfare services agency is the Department of Children and
Families (DCF Child Welfare Policy and Standards, 2020). The Youth Services Bureau of DCF
is responsible for the formal delivery of services through Independent Living service provider
contractors and county Human Services staff (and tribal staff) (DCF Independent Living, 2020).
Youths and young adults with disabilities and without disabilities are included in many of the IL
and transition services provided by DCF. Depending on age during OHC experience, some
youths are eligible for fewer services, also noted in Table 2 (DCF, 2020). A staff member from
the DCF was instrumental to this study in providing background information on formal delivery
of IL services. Youths and young adults with disability may be eligible for an additional set of
Independent Living services provided through the Wisconsin Division of Vocational

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

27

Rehabilitation (WDVR, 2020) and/or the Centers for Independent Living, dependent upon type
of disability diagnosis and/or medical referral (CILWW, 2020).
Chapter Overview
This chapter provides an overview of the study, including concerns that instigated this
study, notation of the worth of the study, the research frame, research questions, and the process
being followed. This chapter will also provide basics of a conceptual framework and background
about the issues and concerns driving the study as well as a brief overview of prior research and
how this study may fill existing gaps in the literature.
Background Concerns
The Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute (CCAI) has indicated there are gaps
for young adults emancipating from the U.S. foster care system. CCAI (2018) indicated
most leave care without necessary supports—either emotional or financial—supports that
are available to other young adults who may have family support systems. The story of the
origin of this planned research study begins with the numbers.
The data about young adults from OHC who pursue postsecondary education is limited.
The NYTD survey of youths in OHC was added to the Chafee Program legislation in 2008
(Chafee National Youth in Transition Database Final Rule, 2008). The survey reported on
various dimensions of youth and young adult life and use of services and data points in the lives
of youths and young adults who were in the process of being emancipated from out-of-home care
(Chafee Database Final Rule, 2008). According to the Summary Report for Wisconsin’s IL
Program, states receive funding from the Chafee Program to support delivery of formal IL
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services, and the states are required to report data twice annually (DCF IL Summary Report,
2020; Federal Register Rule regarding NYTD, 2020). Youths and young adults who are or have
been in OHC and who are using IL services are to complete the survey, usually with the IL staff
member to whom they are assigned, or with a county case worker. Youths are surveyed at ages
17, 19 and 21. This survey has been in place since 2010, established at NYTD when the Final
Rule was published in the Federal Register (2008). If a youth or young adult does not complete
the survey at age 17, they are excluded from completing subsequent surveys (Provider of
individual services, Personal communication, March 2021). Reasons for not completing the
survey may include personal choice, absence from OHC, or inability of staff to reach the
youth/young adult (Provider of individual services, personal communication, March 2021). The
data about how many youth/young adults refused or could not be contacted to take the survey
was unclear.
NYTD Data Brief #7 summarized the data received from survey respondents (Children’s
Bureau, 2019). Respondents were all youths and young adults who had been in OHC. The
database was the source of information for the Data Brief, with two current cohorts established
(2011–2015 and 2014–2018). States were required to assist in encouraging youths to participate
in the survey as part of the agreement with the youths to receive Chafee Program funding (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families
[USDHHSACF], 2019) .
In the final rule for the survey, there are two mentions of classification in relation to
disability (USDHHSACF, Chafee NYTD Final Rule, 2008). There is a question about
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involvement in special education on the survey, and there is a question about incapacity (in
reference to physical or mental ability/inability to respond to the survey) (USDHHSACF, Chafee
NYTD Final Rule, 2008). Citing a lifetime of likely Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome (PTSD),
Salazar et al. identified youths in foster care as “representative of a highly traumatized
population” (2013, p. 1). The authors indicated that youth from OHC background experience
trauma and long-term outcomes at a higher rate than the general population, identifying the
abruptness of emancipation as problematic (Salazar et al., 2013). Bill Bell, president and CEO of
the Casey Family Programs, in testimony before the Congressional subcommittee on improving
foster care noted specifically, “the Northwest Alumni Study reported that one in four foster care
alumni suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder—more than twice the rate for U.S. war
veterans” (How to improve child protective services, 2012). The fact that only two items on the
NYTD survey relate to disability—in a field of study where it has been reported that youths from
OHC background have greater numbers of PTSD than U.S. veterans of war—is problematic. It
may also be an indication of the difference between diagnosed and undiagnosed disability.
Regardless, one would think the identification of disability, informal or not, would aid in
provision of a fuller package of appropriate resources for young adults in transition from OHC.
Four questions on the NYTD survey reference postsecondary education. The questions
relate to enrollment, education support (including advising, tutoring, and the like); educational
financial assistance (referencing education or training and including tuition, books, computers,
scholarships, and payment for GED or other testing), and highest degree completed (Chafee
Database Final Rule, 2008). It is curious that there is not a further breakdown of type of
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postsecondary education being pursued. While not necessarily problematic, it is bothersome that
data about pathways chosen by young adults is not more specifically addressed in the survey.
The NYTD Report to Congress covered data received in 2014, 2016, and 2018 (Children’s
Bureau, 2020). The NYTD data points indicated 21% of survey respondents in Wisconsin were
receiving postsecondary education support and 13% were receiving financial assistance for
education as a portion of Independent Living Services received (NYTD Report to Congress,
Children’s Bureau, 2020). Data about which pathways in postsecondary education are chosen
could prove useful to the state and to institutions with interest in development of programs to
support young adults from OHC experience. The report also raises the question of who the others
might be—those who chose not to complete the survey or who had no idea about a survey or
available services.
While the information from the NYTD is promising regarding the data points collected, it
is limited in terms of ability because it addressed young adults with disability through only two
windows of data (engagement with special education and incapacity). Further, questions arise
about the difference between completion of task in learning (a checklist orientation) and
development of supportive relationships with others, sustained over time. While the survey
assesses whether a youth is engaged in any of the Independent Living activities, it does not speak
to the quality of the engagement, the ability of youths to recall information, or youth adaptation
of information learned in the process. These questions also reflect the CCAI concern about and
indication of the lack of emotional and financial support in the lives of young adults at point of
emancipation (2018). The implication is that the numbers completing participation in training are
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useful and sufficient. This study recommended through implication that life is about more than
numbers.
The DCF Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard indicates that between January and June of
2020, 147 youth aged out of care at age 17 or older. Of these, 139 did so with a completed
Independent Living Plan in place. The Independent Living systems and services contracted out at
the state level are designed to provide training and guidance for emancipating youth who meet
eligibility criteria, helping them learn the tasks and skills needed to live independently following
their emancipation from OHC. While it is encouraging to see the data about IL Plans in reporting
about emancipation from care, the data about how many of these individuals may actually be
enrolled in postsecondary education is limited in its identity of type of postsecondary education.
Additionally, the data does not address progress made by youths who may not be eligible for IL
services (perhaps because their time in out-of-home care was too brief or at too young an age,
due to a reunification with a parent that may have failed after the youth reached age of majority,
or due to the informal or non-court-ordered type of OHC where they are living). The public
policy (James H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, 2016) through which these services
are funded allows for participation in contracted IL Services by many young adults if they meet
the criteria. Criteria are presented in Table 2.
The data reported here, gleaned from NYTD and DCF, demonstrate there is youth
involvement in collection of data about completion of Independent Living services. The NYTD
identifies participation in the completion of the survey as youth engagement. Furthermore, the
DCF Bureau of Youth Services engages youths and young adult representatives from regions
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across the state in the Youth Advisory Council, where conversations are held about various
aspects of OHC and life of youth in transition toward emancipation (Provider of state services,
personal communication, April 2020). The Council is included in discussion of services
provided, and it is believed their input is useful and valuable to program enhancements (Provider
of state services, personal communication, April 2020). It is unknown how engaged or involved
other youths in Wisconsin have been with the Youth Advisory Council, or whether there is a
youth advisory group for the population in kinship care.
The indication of relatively small numbers of young adults from OHC engaged in
postsecondary education may offer justification for pursuing the further collection of data about
the meaning-making involved in IL engagement by study participants who are enrolled in a fouryear comprehensive university. A former participant in the Fostering Success program shared
with the researcher an article she wrote for a professional organization’s newsletter. The article
identified her experience with having been reunited with a parent a short while before turning 18
years of age. The reunification failed within a brief window of time following reunification.
After seven years in and out of the OHC system, she was no longer eligible for any of the
supports she had been promised throughout her time in out-of-home care. There was no longer
access to medical insurance or support for college tuition. The message in the article was about
how a well-intentioned reunification can destroy the dreams of a young person, leaving the
person with no safety net of support. Her personal passion, strength and resilience aided her in
making her way through the college experience, along with the Fostering Success program
(former FS participant, personal communication, 2019). It is stories such as this one that narrow
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the focus on gaps in service to young adults impacted by public policy decisions. Collecting data
at this level may add support for further study of emancipating young adults in Wisconsin and
increase provision of services on university/college campuses for young adults from OHC
experience. What is it about the IL experience—regardless of its formality or informality—that
empowers or influences a young adult or encourages them or engages them in thinking about
their future? How do they make meaning of the IL experience as they move toward and beyond
emancipation?
Study Participants
All study participants were students currently enrolled at or recently graduated from a
mid-sized university (and engaged in the campus Fostering Success program), already in a
statistically marginal group having made it to college. The students received an email invitation
to participate in the interview and/or focus group. The email was from the Fostering Success
program advisor and included an introduction to the study and researcher. Participants selfselected involvement in this study. There was no requirement for participation. As noted
previously, CCAI reported that 70% of youth who have spent time in OHC hope to go on to
postsecondary education, but only 6% are able to obtain a two-year or four-year degree
following the OHC experience (2018). This data bears repeating because the study participants
perhaps fell within that narrow 6% figure, and therefore were rare resources for expanding the
body of knowledge about this topic.
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The Research Frame , Research Questions, and Process
To frame this project, the researcher adapted the design map modeled throughout
Maxwell’s (2013) qualitative research text in Figure 1, below. The design map identifies at a
glance the goals of the study, the conceptual framework planned to pursue the study, the primary
research questions addressed, and the methods of implementation, as well as how validity was
initially addressed. As a study of the phenomenology of the Independent Living experience, it
was expected that additional questions would be raised for inclusion and current questions might
be revised throughout the study.
Goals
In Figure 1, the goals of the project are noted at the top of the figure. Goals were twofold: to identify and categorize how young adults have made meaning of the IL experience, and
to determine whether there was any alignment of IL Services (or topics) with New Public
Service Theory (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007) found in the field of Public Administration. These
goals may seem rather broad, but in this type of study, breadth is necessary to the beginning of
the process.
Conceptual Framework
The Conceptual Framework is the literature review process. Maxwell (2013) asks how
the literature, documents, official materials and personal experience guide the development of
this study and aid in justifying the research (pp. 39–41). After a review of Maxwell’s text,
clarification of the purposeful framework was embraced. Revisions of Chapter Two were made.
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Research Questions
The primary research questions reflected the project goals. The secondary and perhaps
further questions grew out of the sharing of lived experience by the young adult participants in
the study.
The first question, RQ1 (“How might Independent Living services and topics have helped
make meaning of or enhance the transition for youth-to-adulthood experience of the study
participants?”) was meant to focus on defining the meaning made from the IL experience. The
responses to this question may be useful to staff in the Fostering Success program at UW-Stout
as they explore needs for onboarding new students. Data may be useful to other campuses
considering addition of a similar program or services. Responses may also be useful to the staff
at the State of Wisconsin Department of Children and Families as they explore further pathways
to “successful adulting” with young adults preparing to age out of care.
The second question, RQ2, asked, “How does Public Administration theory align with
the experiences with public services reported by study participants?” This question references
New Public Service theory, developed by Denhardt and Denhardt (2000, 2007). Denhardt and
Denhardt identify needs to serve the consumer base of public administration and offer structured
themes which will be used in participant response analysis.
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Figure 1
Qualitative Research Design Map

goals
Identify and categorize experiences
with ILS as evidenced by youth
formerly in OHC who are in
college; determine alignment with
PA/NPS theory if any

research questions
methods
focus groups

RQ1 How might IL have helped make

conceptual framework

individual interviews and

meaning of or enhanced transition for

experience with FS program

particpant transcript review

youth-to-adulthood experience of study

literature review

categorization, coding

participants?

observation of former students

program document review

RQ2 How does Public Admin theory align

public admin theory

within the experience reported by study
participants?
validity
explore researcher bias, reactivity
respondent validation, search for
discrepant evidence, triangulation

Note. From Maxwell, 2013, p. 5

Methods
The methods are the various pathways to collection of data. For this study, structured data
collection procedures included individual interviews and a focus group with young adults who
had a formal or informal IL experience. Less structured but still necessary processes involved
review of documents, materials, and expectations developed by the DCF for use in training
contractors and county or tribal human services staff. Reports available at the National Youth in
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Transition Database (NYTD) were reviewed for relationship to participant reported experience
(or relationship to gaps in provision of service). Participants were invited to review the
transcripts of their own interviews for accuracy of interpretation.
Validity
Validity, according to Maxwell (2013), is the questioning of the rationale for the project,
identification of project threats and potentially invalid conclusions or alternative interpretations,
including researcher bias and reactivity (p. 124). Other methods to determine validity included
respondent validation, researcher search for missed evidence (discrepant evidence), and
triangulation of data. Triangulation included comparison of focus group data to data obtained in
individual interviews and summary comments, and held up to the structure of IL developed
through the DCF.
Background Context—Theoretical Frame
The study was conducted to explore the lived experience of young adults with and
without disability who were currently enrolled at a university or were recent graduates, and who
had prior experience with Independent Living services and/or topics as part of their OHC
transition toward emancipation from care. Services might have been formally provided through
DCF, or might have been obtained informally from foster parents, trusted adults, or others,
including self-motivated research. A table with a description of the DCF-sponsored Independent
Living services and a table with description of eligibility criteria are included later in this
chapter. These tables provided structural context for the study, explaining who is responsible for
services, what the services are, and who is eligible for services.
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The research focus was selected to address what appeared to be gaps in collection of data
which may lead to gaps in provision of services. It was unknown at the beginning of the study
whether any of the study participants would recall all or some of the services provided to them or
recognize gaps in the system. Asking them to explore the experience of IL services and topics
was useful in documenting gaps and concerns.
Gaps may have influenced young adults with disability who were not in special education
in earlier schooling and who were not incapacitated and unable to respond to any of the NYTD
surveys taken to date. These gaps are related to the limited two questions on the NYTD survey
regarding disability. Young adults with disability may have been utilizing other services
provided by the Department of Health Services (DHS) or the Division of Vocational
Rehabilitation (DVR). Young adults may not have been aware of available services if they did
not have a medical diagnosis or referral (to DVR or other services). Research indicates how gaps
in ability to provide individualized attention to youths from OHC in their accelerated transition
toward emancipation may exacerbate incidence of PTSD (Salazar et al., 2013). The study
provided data about how the young adults frame IL in their entry to university. It also addressed
perceived gaps in the recognition of informal supports received by youths and young adults
outside of the traditional IL setting. The theoretical framework of Phenomenology was selected
for this process.
Context—Independent Living
Wisconsin’s statement on youth eligibility for Independent Living services is defined by
the Wisconsin Child Welfare Ongoing Standards (Foster Home Care for Children, 2020).
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Independent Living planning begins early for a young person: “when a 14-year-old has been in
care for at least six months, an assessment and plan gets developed. If a youth is 15 or older
when entering care, the assessment and plan get developed as part of the case plan. Assessments
and plans continue to occur as long as the youth is in care” (DCF, 2017). Each county or tribal
community has a social services IL coordinator identified as the person responsible for
independent living training with youths under the age of 18. After age 18, contracted Regional
Transition Resource Agencies provide IL services to age 21:
Youths are eligible for certain services based on their age and the amount of time
they were placed in out-of-home care. Any youth who turns 17 ½ while in OHC,
or who is 17 ½ + when entering OHC, is automatically eligible for all services
while in care that are provided through the independent living program, regardless
of the length of time in placement. (DCF, Independent Living, 2020)
The Transition Resource Agency staff assume responsibility for delivery of IL services
just prior to the youth turning age 18, with limited time to ensure a young person can be
successful in taking care of oneself, live independently, and become a productive member of
society prior to age 18. Under the rules for Foster Care Placement Continuation, some youths
will remain involved with IL supports until age 21 or later with provision of the Grants for
Children’s Community program (Wisconsin Administrative Code, Children’s code, Chapter
48.481, 2021), or the Juvenile Justice Code (938.366 Extended out-of-home care, 2021).
According to the policy document for the Brighter Futures Initiative (48.545(2)a5), if youths are
enrolled in postsecondary education or in need of additional services, services may continue to
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age 21. Chapters 48.385(1) and 938.385(1) of Wisconsin Administrative Code further state that
the IL transition must provide the youth with a transition plan that (a) is personalized, (b) at the
direction of the youth, (c) is detailed, and (d) includes specific options for obtaining housing,
health care, education, mentoring, and continuing support services, workforce support, and
employment services (Wisconsin Legislative Acts 334, 2017; DCF Bureau of Youth Services,
Independent Living Eligibility Guide, 2021). Elements of the plan are included in Table 1.

Table 1
Topics covered in Wisconsin Independent Living and Transition Services Bureau of Youth
Services ppt. 2020
•

Making healthy choices
• Having
Understanding and be
healthy
•
able to get important
relationships
documents
• Creating
•
o Birth certificate
goals for the
o Social security
future
•
card
•
o Wisconsin State
ID
•
o Immigration
papers
•
• Awareness of
•
community resources
and support systems
• Creating and keeping
lifelong connections to
supportive adults
Note. The source of this table is the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families Bureau of
Education—high school,
college, technical training
Thinking about a career and
planning for it
Getting and keeping a steady
job
Money management
Finding a safe and steady
place to live
Proper maintenance of your
living space
Transportation
Understanding medical
coverage

Youth Services.

•
•
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Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard
The Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard indicates 1,722 youth were discharged from
foster care from January 2019 to August 2020 (DCF, 2020). Discharge could mean reunification
with family, guardianship, adoption, kinship care, transfer to other or private agency, missing,
death, or reaching the age of emancipation (DCF, 2020). Between January and June of 2020, 147
youth aged out of care at age 17 or older. Of this group, 139 did so with a completed
Independent Living Plan in place. It is unclear whether these numbers included only persons
with active case status in relation to a court-ordered placement, or if they also included kinship
and other OHC, non-court ordered emancipation. While completion of the form is required by
law and by department standards, the pragmatics of caseload, communication challenges, and
life can get in the way of the development of a complete and useful plan. With this plan, the
youth is assumed to be in the lead and engaged in the process with the service providers, whether
providers are at the county/tribal level or in a contracted agency transition support role.
Youth Voice through Youth Advisory Council
Another important aspect of this study was the review of existing structures through
which youths and young adults can express concerns or ask questions. The DCF Youth Advisory
Council (YAC), consisting of youths in OHC and young adults formerly in OHC in Wisconsin,
has been active for over ten years. The voices in need of further amplification were then and still
are the voices of the persons most directly impacted by policy and procedure, specifically older
youths and young adults who have experienced OHC. The community of youths having
experienced OHC, and the disability community, embrace the phrase that describes the rationale
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for this research, which was derived from the disability community: nothing about us without us
(Charlton, 2000). This phrasing is an easy-to-recall reminder of the importance of Public
Administration’s duty to include in procedure the direct engagement with citizens to be impacted
by public policy change or development. A place at the policy development table and a place in
decision-making conversations must continue to be made available for persons most directly
impacted by policy and process. Recent efforts in Wisconsin at policy change with young adults
from OHC at the table have been successful. Of 13 recently passed bills, 12 were written by a
bipartisan collaborative team of Wisconsin legislators whose process was greatly informed by
the testimony of Youth Advisory Council members and students from the university’s Fostering
Success program (2018). The DCF and its Bureau of Youth Services are doing significant work
in advocacy and provision of background data. It was hoped that study participants might have
had experience with the Youth Advisory Council. This was not the case.
Independent Living Transition to Discharge
A state employee shared some perspective in a phone interview regarding how the team
development of state Independent Living transitional services and shared departmental training
materials were intended to clarify policy and process. In clarifying policy and process, staff have
found and others have reported on the process of how youths face challenges that may make it
difficult to achieve positive outcomes in the transition to adulthood (Provider of State services,
personal communication, April 2020).
The need for documentation and Transition to Discharge plan completion is important,
but so is the need for conversation engaging youth in discussion about their future:
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It is the expectation that one IL transition meeting will be held with the youth, a
representative of the Transition Resource Agency, and the county child welfare agency at
a minimum. Youth are also encouraged to invite at least two organic supports (teachers,
parent of a close friend, other.) [sic] to the meeting or meetings. (personal
communication, April, 2020)
While the transition plan needs to be detailed and specific, the process needs to be
sufficiently open so that the youths can ask questions as well as receive prods or challenges to
their thinking process. Presentation materials provided as background information state that
“youths need plans that are based on where they are at,” and staff need to honor the youth’s
vision for their future as well as help them think through their goals (WDCF Independent Living
Program in Wisconsin and Transition to Discharge training program, 10.25.2018) The IL
transition discussion is an opportunity to engage the youth in planning their own future (DCF,
Bureau of Youth Services, 2020). Regarding completion of IL transition to a standard, or to
quality assurance measures:
Regional staff summits are held at least once per year. This is the overview of initiatives.
This past year really focused on quality IL Transition to Discharge (ILTD) planning with
examples of quality ILTD plans being given, and an overview of expectations. We do
conduct Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) via SACWIS and will pull plans to see
if things are being done according to statute. (Provider of State services, personal
communication, April 2020)
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While older youths are encouraged to participate in IL transition services, this source noted “it is
semi-voluntary all along… we wouldn’t punish youth if they opted not to participate. The hope is
by taking a positive youth development approach, youth will want to participate in IL
programming and will find it valuable” (Provider of state services, personal communication,
April, 2020).
The DCF has expanded the role of the Bureau of Youth Services and the Youth Advisory
Council in recent years. As mentioned above, participating youths have a voice at the table
regionally and statewide. They participate on agency committees, testify before the legislature,
and offer feedback to develop and modify publications for youths in hopes of better meeting
needs and interests of emerging young adults. It is unknown whether the data collected from
youths who participate in the Advisory Council is analyzed. Consequently, questions remain
about how youths and young adults make meaning of the Independent Living topics and services
experience as they shift into adult roles and prepare for discharge from what for some has been a
source of stability in their later teen years. These are some of the circumstances that drive the
desire to study the phenomenology of independent living transition services offered for foster
youths with and without disabilities.
The end goal of becoming a successful adult in this context of Independent Living
curriculum includes preparation for entering the workforce and economic independence.
Preparation for employment, postsecondary training, and education opportunities is important for
youths exiting the child welfare system, especially those topics that include finding a place to
live, obtaining a meal plan, and finding part-time jobs can be appealing to youths who have been
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engaged in Independent Living preparation programs. Young adults age 18 to 21 who have been
discharged from OHC but are still attending secondary education and have an active
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) may re-enter OHC upon agreement with the DCF. This is
the Voluntary-Transition-to-Independent-Living-Agreement (DCF Out-of-home care Report,
2019, p. 2.2). The presence of an active IEP implies a person has a diagnosed disability. This
item relates to the question about Special Education involvement found on the NYTD survey
(2008). A goal of becoming a successful adult, regardless of ability, is preparation for entry to
the workforce, leading to economic independence. Anderson (2013) noted that “employment is
an important contributor to the physical and psychological well-being of people with and without
disabilities”. The Independent Living transition services contribute to the physical and
psychological well-being of people with and without disabilities, with a strong focus on
preparation for entering the workforce.
Table 2 is a matrix of service eligibility for older youths from OHC in Wisconsin adapted
from the DCF website. Information in this table qualifies eligibility for IL services by age and
circumstance.
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Table 2
Independent Living Program Eligibility, August 2019
ELIGIBILITY

IL Services (age 14–18)

CRITERIA

Transition Services (age

Room and Board

Education & Training

18–21)

(includes security

Vouchers (Brighter Star)

deposit, rent, & utilities)
• Age 14, 15, 16 or 17 A

Services are REQUIRED

Eligible beginning at age

total of 6 months in court

for as long as the youth is

17 ½ IF predicted to age

ordered OHC

in OHC

out of care at age 18 or
older

Age 17 ½ years or older

Placed in court ordered

Eligible IF ages out of

Eligible IF ages out of

Eligible IF ages out of

OHC Eligible

court ordered OHC at age

court ordered OHC at age

court ordered OHC at age

immediately and required

18 or older

18 or older

18 or older

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

ELIGIBLE

for as long as the youth is
in OHC
Currently 18-21 Aged
out of court ordered OHC
Entered court-ordered

ELIGIBLE

Ch. 48 Guardianship any
time after 16th birthday
following time in courtordered OHC
Adopted any time after
16th birthday following
time in court ordered
OHC

Note. Source: Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (2020)

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

47

Background at the National Level—Independent Living Services and Data Collection
Designed to address needs of older youths as they aged toward emancipation from the
foster system, “The John H. Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful Transitions to
Adulthood, was established in Section 477 of the Social Security Act” (NYTD, 2012). The
Chafee Program supports states with adaptable funds designed to undergird youth transition from
foster care to adulthood. With the enactment of the Chafee Program, states are required to report
data on foster youths in transition and their engagement with Independent Living services, and to
develop outcome measures to aid in assessment of performance of Independent Living systems.
The National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) was added to this funding in 2008. It is
managed by the Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and Families (ACF) in the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (2020). The primary focus of the data in the NYTD
reports is to determine status of youths in transition to emancipation with emphasis on charting
delivery of Independent Living services (Children’s Bureau, 2020). Surveys of youths and young
adults are completed at ages 17, 19 and 21, with states reports submitted twice annually
(Children’s Bureau, 2020).
While the survey assesses whether a youth is engaged in any of the Independent Living
activities, it does not speak to the quality of the engagement, the ability of youths to recall
information, or youth adaptation of information learned in the process. NYTD measures
engagement in the act of collection of data from youths. As noted in the National youth in
transition data base Report to Congress:
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The NYTD survey is about more than collecting discrete data points; it also is an
opportunity for states to engage young people as partners in data collection, data analysis,
and dissemination of survey results. It is through this commitment to hearing and using
the voices of young people to create change that the NYTD survey results become more
valuable. It is important to see these results as only one piece of information that may be
used to help inform state transition planning services, practices, and policies. (Children’s
Bureau, 2018, p.21).
States began collecting data in 2010. The NYTD 2018 Report to Congress indicated in the
executive summary the likely need for provision of additional services past the age of 18. States
also have capacity to extend support to youths and young adults who have experienced OHC to
age 21, with 28 states currently practicing this level of support (Fostering Connections to
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, P.L. 110-351). The ACF/Childen’s Bureau Brief
on a proposed plan for next generation of the Chafee Program and services also expressed
concern for extended delivery of services beyond early adulthood, as well as for individualized
services to young adults (Courtney et al., 2017).
The Theory, Processes, and Foundation
The study used phenomenological methodology to collect and analyze data provided by
young adults with experience as older youth in out-of-home care, who received Independent
Living services in Wisconsin formally or informally, and who were currently enrolled as students
at the university or are recent graduates of the university. Some of the young adults in the
Fostering Success program might not have been eligible for formal IL services. Their
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experiences were also explored to determine how they made meaning of a path they might have
had to structure on their own or with assistance from a trusted adult or other resources.
The Public Administration theory seen as a best fit for the study was the New Public
Service theory advanced by Denhardt and Denhardt (2000, 2007). The seven themes presented in
the theory align with a model of direct service provision designed to engage citizens in
community participation (presented further in Chapter Two). Since this study was delivered as a
component of the doctoral program in Public Administration, it seemed fitting to include a
connective element of Public Administration Theory in the context of the project. Aspects of the
work of Denhardt and Denhardt (2000, 2007) align well with the Independent Living process,
particularly emphasis on integrity and responsiveness in delivery of public services. Public
administration theory regarding New Public Service (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000, 2007, 2015) is
summarized in the literature review. Recommendations are made at the end of the study
regarding how the theories may be utilized by large public entities such as the DCF, along with
agencies contracted to provide independent living and transitional services, in delivery of
services to foster youths with and without disabilities who are in transition to adulthood.
Denhardt and Denhardt’s (2007) theory of New Public Service aligned with this study
because of the specific attention to the role of the citizen at the policy making table: “In other
words, with citizens at the forefront, the emphasis should not be placed on either steering or
rowing the governmental boat, but rather on building public institutions marked by integrity and
responsiveness” (p. 549). New Public Service identified Postmodernism as its theoretical root,
calling out values and meaning making as equally if not more important than factual, scientific
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understanding of human action (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, p. 39). The two researchers drew
contrasts between old public administration, new public management, and new public service,
with language that denoted the persons served as clients, customers, and citizens respectively
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, pp. 57–62). The postmodernist, New Public Service approach is
seen in Disability Rights/Independent Living movement, subsequently woven into legislation
(the Rehabilitation Act of 1973). The use of the word consumer to define persons served, and the
use of citizen and agency advisory groups in the DCF Bureau of Youth Services and other public
agencies is complementary to the theory of New Public Service. The seven lessons of New
Public Service are discussed in Chapter Two, Review of Literature.
Why This Study? Fostering Success
While the tasks associated with daily living, work, education, health, and finances are
covered in the formal curriculum for IL, the researcher anticipated some gaps regarding personal
well-being, relationship building, and physical health resulting from the reason for placement in
a child welfare experience, or in some cases, from the experience itself. Disruption to the lifeplanning process and sense of well-being of young people who have OHC experience seem to be
common themes in the literature about life in the child welfare system. As indicated in personal
communication with a state employee familiar with the services, only one meeting is required
with agency and county staff and the youth/young adult to discuss their IL plan (Provider of
State services, personal communication, April 2020). As young adults make the transition away
from OHC, the introduction to how to obtain gainful employment, training, or education as
possibilities for their future may be limited. Some may assume a life of public assistance is the
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only option following discharge from out-of-home care. As noted earlier, nearly 100% of youth
exiting care in the past year in Wisconsin have an Independent Living transition to discharge
plan in place (Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Older youth outcomes
dashboard, 2020). This figure is an indicator that youth and young adults may have been
engaged in the IL process. The question is, how do they make meaning of the IL process role in
their lives? Is it helpful? A hindrance? How do the topics associated with IL influence
progression toward and into adulthood?
As noted previously, in the field of disability and in the field of foster youth advocacy,
there is a phrase commonly used: “Nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 2000). An intent of
this study was to better inform services, public policy, and practice by further infusing the voices
and experiences of young adults who were formerly in OHC into the planning, policy advising,
and practice mix.
This study was originally derived as a direct result of the influence of young adults
formerly in OHC on the development of the Fostering Success program at the university. This
project was also influenced by Wisconsin statute 36.09.5, the law that since 1973 has empowered
university students in the University of Wisconsin (UW) System to speak on their own behalf
and engage in decision-making in relation to segregated fee funding and those issues pertinent to
student life (Wisconsin University of Wisconsin system statute, 1973/2017). For more than thirty
years, the researcher worked in environments where student voice had been regularly included
and expected in administrative decision-making. Upon hearing about personal growth
experiences and challenges from young adults who were formerly in OHC in the early years of
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the Fostering Success program, the researcher speculated as to whether there was a disconnect in
relay of information about skills needed to assume the role of adult when emancipated from
OHC. Observed discrepancies were apparent at that time between public policy providing
support, the call for voice at the table from youth, and policy implementation. How did these
young adults make meaning of the IL experience in thinking about and self-managing the years
of transition they have undergone? How do they look forward to applying their learning to those
years still ahead of them? Who are the support persons available to these young adults? What
relationships have they developed without traditional pre-existing family or other guidance
systems? Reviewing with them their shared experiences of IL services, provided to them either
formally or informally between the ages of 14 and 21, offered insight to what has been
successful about this public policy and process. It also pointed out gaps in public policy that
could be closed, better meeting the needs of more of Wisconsin’s young citizens who have OHC
background.
In June 2015, a group of youth with OHC background from a regional urban area visited
campus to learn about the possibility of attending college. After listening to college students who
had experienced similar circumstances to their own, and after participating in activities designed
to support interest in higher education, many of the youth expressed a positive interest in
learning more about the possibilities available to go to college. During the closing activity, some
youth participants expressed that they did not think they could go to college because of who they
were and what their circumstances as foster youth had wrought for them. This scenario was
repeated across other groups—those youths on specially organized campus tours and those
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youths who attended structured summer overnight events on the campus—all representing
similar populations of youths having lived in OHC. In just one campus experience, many of the
youths left convinced they could go on to higher education. These experiences led the researcher
to question how youths make meaning of the Independent Living topics and services delivered to
them in the months prior to turning age 18 and after turning age 18. The Fostering Success
summer events had been held for the past four or five years (pre- and post-pandemic). These
events were held to support youth from OHC settings in understanding opportunities for
postsecondary activities, training and education. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Fostering
Success program is currently developing a series of online conversations with youth who are
interested in exploring campus opportunities virtually (or held virtually until they can safely visit
in person). These successful, inspiring summer events were launched originally in the
Enrollment Services area, staffed by a young professional from OHC background.(Provider of
State services, personal communication, April, 2020; Fostering Success, Connecting Youth to
Campus, 2021) That individual was a priceless resource to the program. Although currently
employed elsewhere, the individual remains a strong advocate for the program. After briefly
being housed in two other departments (and supervised by the researcher of this study), the
program has found its permanent home with Student Services and the excellent, visionary,
caring, and competent staff in that area (Provider of State services, personal communication,
April, 2020).
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A Brief Mention of Cost/Benefit Regarding Services to Youth and Youth Adults from OHC
While the capacity to review a cost-benefit analysis is not in the plan with this project,
the researcher would be remiss to not at least raise the issue. The information on cost/benefit of
services and programs for youth in OHC helps identify the value of Independent Living services
well-delivered and received. Within the past decade, the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities
Initiative, an arm of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, published an Issue Brief on cost avoidance
and making the case for investing in youth in transition (2013). Significant savings in tax dollars
via provision of a broader range of services as a return on near term investment were identified.
(2013, p. 2). This brief was developed as a follow-up to a 2009 study. In the brief, the authors
drew on prominent works from the University of Chicago Midwest Study (Courtney et al.,
2008). The Cutler Consulting group engaged in the original study (and others), identifying the
plethora of ills and challenges ahead for youths with OHC background who fall through the
cracks (Jim Casey Youth Opportunity Initiative [JCYOI], 2013). The authors of the brief made
clear the case for investing in services to this narrow yet important youth and young adult
population, suggesting savings of literally millions and millions of dollars if the public or
legislators would recognize how the role of public policy can be both humane and a sound
investment (JCYOI, 2013, p. 10). This was another reason the exploration of the IL encounter for
young adults has been important. It is hoped the study participant reflections on the IL
experience will serve to inform legislation and policy, and perhaps suggest IL program
improvements for future young adults facing similar hurdles. The more responsive the IL
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program can be to the needs of youths in transition to adulthood, the better for the young adults
and for the state.
Research Problem
In this study, older foster youths and young adults were identified as primarily 14 to 21
years of age. They were persons with and without disability. Some persons with disability might
not have been officially diagnosed as such. These young people were part of a narrow
population, some receiving services through federal and State of Wisconsin public policy and
service efforts. The driving services that lead youths with and without disabilities who reside in
OHC into the workforce are the Independent Living services. These services are provided at the
county and tribal level by Human Services staff to youths age 14 to 18 (or older with DCF
permission). Services are provided contractually through the Wisconsin Department of Children
and Families Bureau of Youth Services by Independent Living and Transition Resource
Agencies. Eligibility for these services is limited. Some study participants had no knowledge of
IL services, finding their way to adulthood independently or with advice from a kinship care
provider, counselor, social worker, or other caring adult.
As noted previously, youths exiting OHC are identified on the Older Youth Outcomes
Dashboard, an at-a-glance demonstration of data related to 15- to 21-year-old persons who have
been in out-of-home care in Wisconsin. The dashboard indicates reasons for system exit: family
reunification, adoption, guardianship, other, and aged out of care, at age 18 or at age 21.
This study explored the nature of the Independent Living topics and service efforts as
well as potential gaps limiting youths from OHC background in taking advantage of Independent
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Living services. The study engaged young adults who had experienced formal IL services
provided through DCF or who found information on their own, or who engaged in less formal
relationships with trusted adults who might have guided part of the process. Through interviews
and focus group, study participants were asked to share how they made meaning of the IL
experience. How had the experience changed their lives? How did the experience help them
make meaning of the transformation to adulthood (if at all)? The point of the study was to learn
how young people make meaning of the experience, and by sharing the data, further empower
others from OHC in the transition to adulthood.
Observations and Considerations Regarding the Research
It was not known how or to what extent study participants would recall their IL
experiences, whether formal or informal. It was possible some prompts would be needed to jog
the memory of participants. This was a validity issue to be discussed with the Advisory
committee and the study participants.
In the literature, there has been phenomenological research about youths and young
adults with OHC experience. In some of the research, the emphasis has been oriented to how IL
supports academic success of study participants. Other studies have reviewed the
phenomenology of the trauma experienced by many youths in OHC. It appears that most of these
studies have been dissertations completed by doctoral students in social work, education, or
related human services areas. A few address elements of public administration, but not many,
and studies specifically addressing Independent Living services were not found (although in
some studies the topic was one of several discussed with study participants).

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

57

Quantitative studies reviewed tended to explore the major databases (NYTD, AFCARS,
statewide child welfare agencies) for significance of data. Larger yet have been the systematic,
meta-analysis, and/or comprehensive reviews of research on related or interwoven topics, with
studies reviewed having occurred over a period of years. There have been two dominant efforts,
included in nearly every review of literature for the past 10 years: the Midwest Study and the
Northwest Study. Both studies arose from work conducted in the early part of the century.
Much of the research examined for the current study fell into the category of gray
literature (APA, 2019, p. 329). If the other studies reviewed are an accurate indication, it would
appear the numbers of youths and young adults available or willing to participate in research
studies of this nature may be quite limited.
Problem Statement and Significance of Study
It was not known whether young adults would recall what was learned in the IL services
delivery, or how young adults participating in the study currently make meaning of the IL
experience. Nor was there a great amount of data in the literature supporting the specifics of how
young adults from OHC background who are in college have experienced IL. The participants in
the current study were students enrolled at the university (and recent graduates) who had
participated in IL topics and/or services in Wisconsin. They were the immediate population
affected by the study.
This study may contribute to the field by providing data on the IL experience as well as
on connections of the IL experience to New Public Service theory in the field of Public
Administration. The study may advance scientific knowledge in the field of Public
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Administration by exploring the lived experience of recipients of public policy-driven services in
Wisconsin. The essence of the Independent Living services experience of former youths from
OHC (now young adults) was examined. The researcher attempted to align reported experience
with New Public Service theory.
This study was focused on young adults from OHC experience, those with and without
disabilities, and their shared stories of lived experience in emancipation from OHC. The
potential gaps in communication or services experienced in transition to adulthood via
Independent Living topics and services have been addressed in follow-up questions posed to
participating young adults in interviews and focus group. Studies indicated that interviews of
service providers have been conducted to examine gaps in service (Blakesee et al., 2013;
Courtney et al., 2011; Geneen & Powers, 2007; Hill et al., 2010) but none thus far in Wisconsin.
Few studies recently have engaged in interviewing young adults who received services.
Although Wisconsin was a part of the Midwest Study conducted in the early 2000s, other
qualitative studies with focus on young adults from OHC in Wisconsin were not found.
Phenomenological research about general themes of experience in transition or in entry to higher
education for youths formerly living in OHC does exist. The current study of young adults with
prior OHC experience may provide windows to reported successes of IL as well as opportunity
to improve services. The findings of this study may be applicable to other settings. The
procedure followed may be modeled in other research. Since it is qualitative research, it will not
generalize to the larger population.
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Addressing the Unknown
The knowledge base regarding foster youths with and without disabilities who are in
transition to adulthood is believed to be quite narrow, with potential for growth. The NYTD
demonstrates in survey responses at age 17, 19, and 21 how former foster youths are progressing
into completion of the checklist of adulthood duties:
These findings may help underscore the importance of providing supports to youth who
may be particularly vulnerable to certain outcomes, including providing targeted
independent living services or allowing youth to remain in foster care during this
transition to adulthood. In many outcome areas, youth who were in care past age 18
reported experiencing fewer challenges than their peers who had left care. (Children’s
Bureau, 2019, p.8)
There does not appear to be much if any qualitative data collected specific to life events
for study participants, post-completion of IL services.
The young adults with prior OHC experience in Wisconsin who consented to participate
in the current study were from urban, rural or suburban areas. All participants were enrolled at
the university (or are recent graduates) where the program called “Fostering Success” offers a
range of academic and personal supports for young adults who were formerly in OHC in
attendance at the university. Other institutions of higher education are working toward offering
similar programs. Thus far, this Fostering Success program is the only recognized program of its
kind in the state. There is potential for this study to add value to program development across
other campuses and technical colleges interested in establishing a support program of this kind.
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Given variance in public policy and services implementation across the states, one
would think the knowledge base regarding young adults in transition from foster care would be
more expansive. A qualitative study of foster youths with and without disabilities in relation to
use of Independent Living services in Wisconsin specifically has not been found. Therefore, it
seems this study may be addressing something that is not known. Aspects of this study will refer
to longitudinal efforts developed at the University of Chicago regarding foster youths aging out
of care in Illinois, Iowa and Wisconsin (Midwest Study, 2008) as well as other studies previously
mentioned and others reviewed in Chapter Two, Review of Literature.
Outcomes
Outcomes include identification of common experiences shared by the study participants.
Beyond the experience with the study, study participants may decide individually to revisit some
of the topics they may have missed or glossed over in their IL experience, or may reengage in
other networked avenues where they can share their voice. Young adults who did not have the
formal IL experience may discover resources to fill gaps or may find the relationships they have
with adults who aided them informally are richer than originally thought.
Other outcomes include recommendations for closure of gaps in service identified by
young adult participants in the study. Recommendations for change to existing public policy,
procedures, and services were shared with young adult participants in the study as a part of study
completion.
The voices of young adults with former experience living in OHC, who testified openly
before Wisconsin’s legislative subcommittees on foster care experiences, had direct impact on

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

61

the willingness of the state legislature to pass 12 of 13 bills initiated in 2017–2018. The bills
were designed to better serve youths in OHC and their families (DCF Memo, 2018). These bills
include efforts toward addressing child abuse and neglect, enhancing foster parent education,
supporting family reunification, reviewing foster home licensing, establishing school support for
transition activity related to transfer of student records when youth move to a new school, and
more.
Qualitative research on the phenomenology of the Independent Living services—while
examined within a narrow population—may be important due to the rarity of this population of
young adults from OHC who are moving through postsecondary education— exceeding
statistical expectations. This study may add support to future studies, aid in development of
campus support programs, and/or applied toward agency interest in policy adjustment or training.
Advancing the Scientific Knowledge Base
What was the essence of the Independent Living services experienced by former foster
youths as they prepared to transition away from OHC in Wisconsin? The essence was believed to
be found in the patterns, themes, and sub-themes derived through the Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) conducted for this study. Chapters Four and Five provide
results and discussion of the essence.
Why is this important? There is a lack of qualitative research related to youths in the
foster system in Wisconsin, where Independent Living services begin as early as age 14. There
has been a lack of qualitative research about training offered by county Independent Living
coordinators and the Transition Resource Agency (TRA).
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With an increasing number of doctoral dissertations addressing the topic of youth
transition to adulthood from OHC in various states across the nation, there may be opportunity
for inclusion of this study in a systematic analysis of similar research. This study could be
included in the future with a variety of peer-reviewed and/or journal-published articles sharing
research data (quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods) in exploration of the process utilized
(IPA), but not generalizing data collected to a larger population. In recent years, scoping and
systematic reviews of the literature have explored the voices of young persons who have
experienced the Independent Living transitional activities that are the focus of this study
(Dworsky et al., 2013; Haggmaan-Laitila et al., 2019; Johnson, 2019; see also: Beatty, 2014;
Berzin et al., 2014; Blakesee, 2012; Cheatham et al., 2020; Collins, 2015; Connelly et al., 2016;
Courtney, 2009; Courtney et al., 2011; Geneen et al., 2007; Harrison, 2019; Havlicek et al.,
2013; Hedenstrom, 2014; Parry, 2014; Pecora et al., 2005; Phillips et al., 2015; Powell et al.,
2018.)
This study may aid in exploring the efficiencies and effectiveness of the NYTD survey
process. It was learned that the NYTD data collection survey resembles to some youths and staff
a checklist of participation in IL services (Provider of individual services, personal
communication, March 18, 2021). Data analysis for this study may provide a different point of
view from past program participants regarding public policy and services in this area, if only
because the voices and experiences of the young adults are being explored differently than they
can be in a survey.
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Implications for the Public Administration Community
If recommendations are to be made for change in public policy from this study, it may be
due to the utility of young adult voices in open reflection on IL services received or found, and
what the topics have meant in their lived experiences.
By examining the lived experiences as shared by young adults from OHC, the picture of
Independent Living services may identify successes in service delivery. The study may serve to
encourage additional training with public and contracted services personnel. The study
recommends policy and procedure review to better serve these young adults or others not
currently engaged in IL through court-ordered OHC. The research plan may be of interest to
other researchers working with similar populations in other settings.
Nature of the Study
As displayed earlier in the chapter, the design map of this study (Figure 1) presented the
goals, the conceptual framework, the research questions, the methods selected for the study,
along with a brief discussion of validity concerns. The fluid relationship between these
components of the design aided in answering the research questions. The researcher recognized
the questions would change and a list of questions would certainly grow in number with the
progression of the study. This approach was selected because of its accessibility to participants
willing to share their experiences with IL services and topics. The population was small but had
potentially rich experience to share. It was thought the exploration of experience through
conversation would be more useful and meaningful to the participants than a multipage survey
may be to them.
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Research Sample
The research sample, the young adults enrolled in the university and recent alumni who
agreed to participate in the study, were also leading complex lives. The agreement to participate
in interviews and/or focus group was a significant one. In respect and appreciation for the time
and consideration of participants, gift cards for local convenience stores were given at conclusion
of each aspect of the study (interviews; review of transcript summary; focus group). Zoom
meetings (video technology) were arranged for interviews and focus group activity. Each activity
was recorded in Zoom videography, and the information professionally transcribed, then
returned to the researcher for further review. Participants were asked to review transcript
summaries of their own interviews for accuracy, and to return comments to the researcher.
Comments were included in the review of data. The group was asked to consider accuracy of
focus group themes discovered in the review of the interview transcripts. A research assistant
was involved in the focus group for technology support and to add field notes beyond those
developed by the researcher in support of the analysis of the data collected.
This was a phenomenological study, with intent to explore how participants had made
meaning of the Independent Living experience (formal or informal) they used to prepare for
emancipation from OHC.
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Assumptions, Limitations, Delimitations
Assumptions
Theoretical Assumptions
The key theoretical assumptions of phenomenological research arise from the perspectives of
transcendental (focus on essence of experience) and hermeneutic (interpretation plus context)
philosophy, identified in the literature as the what and the how, or as the descriptive and
interpretive aspects of how persons make meaning of experience (Bendersky & McGinn, 2009;
McPhail, 1995; Moustakis, 1994; Neubauer, B.; Wikkop et al., 2019). In this research proposal,
the emphasis on discovery of how young adults with OHC experience made meaning of the
Independent Living services received, in relation to how they have progressed to adulthood,
included the need to ask the what (What is the experience? and What is the content of the
experience?) as well as the how (How does or did the experience influence the individual?)
For Qutoshi (2018), the fundamental assumption removes the phenomena from
alternative interpretation found in culture and media (p. 217). But McPhail (1995) explained and
interpreted that “researchers must ground their undertaking in the view that human life is
constructed in meaningful experiences” (p. 163). She explained the four bases to attend to as
Consciousness guiding all human life, elimination of dualisms, recognition of the temporal
nature of consciousness, and the necessity to include the culture in which we live as context in
the use of phenomenology (McPhail, 1995, p.162). McPhail (1995) indicated culture cannot be
removed from the interpretive process. This perspective may be useful in identifying themes of
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young adult development aligned with how the Independent Living experiences were explained
by study participants.
Bendersky and McGinn (2009) noted the assumptions are “revealed beliefs about the
fundamental qualities of the phenomenon, or problem, under investigation and its relationship to
the environment in which it occurs” (p. 3). At the same time, they cautioned against using only
the descriptive and interpretive without reference to the epistemological or structural process,
perhaps because their focus was on the phenomenology of the concept of negotiation in
management and business. This perspective may be of assistance in reviewing the contractual
nature of the IL experience.
To date, the researcher found agreement in the literature regarding the core of the theory
of phenomenological research, noted in the first sentence of this section (repeated here): The key
theoretical assumptions of phenomenological research arise from the perspectives of
transcendental and hermeneutic philosophy, identified in the literature as the what and the how,
or as the descriptive and interpretive aspects of how persons make meaning of experience. A
variety of other perspectives present themselves in the work of other researchers across a variety
of disciplines. These include whether to use a transcendental (contextual, spiritual) approach, a
hermeneutic (interpretive) approach or both, and how to ground the process in the culture
(presumably by including review of alternative data sources such as policy, procedure, law, and
related resources as well as review of literature). The researcher continued the review of
literature throughout the study to discern how and whether to include the contextual culture in
which young people live as part of the interview process.
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Topical Assumptions
Topical assumptions involved the assumptions about the young people with lived
experience in out-of-home care who are to be interviewed, and topical assumptions about
Independent Living and transition services.
Assumptions regarding young adults who lived formerly in OHC come from personal
communications and include studies about the process of transition out of care. It was believed
the young adults being interviewed were good people with positive intent to contribute to this
study. It was believed participant prior experience, life lived prior to OHC as well as life lived
within and out of OHC environment, may or may not have caused trauma in their lives. It was
believed the young adults would participate in the study to improve services to current and future
foster youth. It was believed the TRA contractors in the Independent Living system and in the
DCF Bureau of Youth Services and in county Human Services and Tribal nations were caring
professionals, doing the best they could to serve foster youths and the contract with the State of
Wisconsin. It was believed some youths from OHC have had positive independent living
learning experiences, and some negative experiences.
The involvement of youths and young adults in determining their own plan of action
with guidance from service providers is mandated in Wisconsin statute and administrative code
(Wisconsin foster home care for children statute, 2020). A Transition plan-to-discharge process
is to “be personalized at the direction of the child, shall be as detailed as the child directs, and shall
include specific options for obtaining housing, health care, education, mentoring and continuing support
services, and workforce support and employment services” (Wisconsin Children’s Code, 48.385.1, 2021).
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For a young person, the steps determined by state law, administrative code and agency policy
documents can be intimidating (Dworsky et al., 2013). Also intimidating can be the first meeting
with yet another service provider, this time with emphasis on learning about Independent Living.
When the youth is aged 17.5, they are informed that within six months’ time they will have
accomplished much of what the state provides in transition services, thus resulting in a young
person being “prepared” for adulthood. This situation can be intimidating to a young person
(Provider of individual services, personal communications, 2017). Historically, literature has
highlighted challenges those youths and young adults from OHC face to maintain a successful
ascent to adulthood. This includes addressing issues of abuse, neglect, homelessness, mental
and/or emotional impairment, poverty, substance abuse, incarceration, learning challenges,
unstable work history, disassociation from family, early parenthood, lack of social skills and
more.
However, findings in recent years have offered evidence of public policy and agency
practices addressing youths from OHC aging out of care from a wholistic point of view
(Courtney et al., 2011; Dworsky et al., 2013; Beatty, 2014; Blazavier et al., 2014; Government
Accountability Office, 2012; Rehabilitation Services Administration, 2017; and others). In recent
years, the numbers of foster youths and young adults who have experienced trauma and PTSD as
a result of life events that have led to their placement in OHC is estimated as greater per capita
than what U.S. Veterans of war have experienced (How to improve child protective services,
2012; Salazar et al., 2013). Cheatham et al. (2020) described youth with disabilities as
overrepresented in the population of foster youth aging toward emancipation, suggesting the
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opportunity to more carefully tailor services to the needs of the individual. This observation
supported Courtney et al. (2017) in discussion of a need for better individuation of services.
Leaving OHC without an Independent Living Transition to Discharge plan can be costly.
Costs to the community are due to the complex childhoods and early teen years challenges
typical of youths who have experienced involvement with the child welfare system as well as the
family crises that prompted their involvement. The public frequently incurs costs when a young
person leaves OHC without a plan, or when they are drawn to other activity not good for their
health and well-being or growth toward active, contributing adulthood (Parry & Weatherhead,
2014; Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2013).
As noted in the literature review chapter, the history of IL public policy for youths and
young adults from OHC is only about 30 years old. The population impacted is very narrow. Yet,
there seems to be significant activity in legislation, data collection, and management, and
outreach to youths and young adults from OHC and others who bear tremendous burdens
through no fault of their own. To succeed, those aging out of care likely need more than the
training currently required by law, in addition to adult mentoring and attention to the topics
covered under the umbrella of IL. These are the topical assumptions of this proposal.
Methodological Assumptions, Phenomenological Study
This project was a phenomenological study with a goal of identifying common themes in
relation to the IL experience of young adults who were in out-of-home care and who were
enrolled at or have graduated from a mid-sized university. The manner in which young adults
have made meaning of IL, as shared across individual interviews with participants and as
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discussed among focus group participants was explored. Data collected identified the meaning
made of the IL process experienced by young adults who formerly lived in OHC. Commonalities
of experience as well as successes in the IL services process were identified.
Husserl emphasized the lived experience of study participants: “thus, Husserl saw science
as a second-order knowledge system, which depends ultimately upon first-order personal
experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p.15). Methodology must include the perspective of the
researcher as well as of the participants.
A fully comprehensive phenomenological approach to the study included implementation
of the Modified Van Kaam approach. This approach is an extension of the work of Moustakas
(1994). It includes nine steps leading to continuous refinement of content and application of
interpretation, guiding the researcher toward meaning-making (Statistics Solutions, 2021). A
summary of the Modified Van Kaam approach was presented by Statistics Solutions (2021).
Statistics Solutions is an organization dedicated to aiding graduate students and researchers in
developing reports, academic papers and dissertations, and in presenting research for publication.
Hamline University provides access to Statistics Solutions for its students (2021). The model is
found in the coding work of Saldana (2015). The steps were followed for each study participant,
then carefully merged with consideration for emotional, social, and cultural connections shared
by study participants (Statistics Solutions, 2021). Statistics Solutions (2021) noted how this
process is “crucial to maintaining the integrity of the participant voices,” also providing depth
and clarity for the researcher regarding the lived experience. The organization noted the
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commonality of this flow of data running one hundred or more pages in length to best meet the
standard of this method.
McPhail (1995) noted “phenomenology does not follow prescribed rules” and proceeds to
compare the methodology to a positivist approach (p. 162). Neubauer et al. (2019) indicated the
assumptions of the work involve “deep engagement with the data via reading, reflective writing,
re-reading and re-writing” on the part of the researcher (p. 95). Qutoshi (2018) discussed
methodology in review of Husserl and others as follows: “data collection and meaning making in
phenomenological research takes place simultaneously” (p. 219).
Smith et al. (2009) described the process of studying data as “Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis”, or IPA. Given the limited nature of the content topic within this
study, deference was paid to Van Kaam, with perspectives and procedures offered by Groenwald
(2004), Braun and Clarke (2006) and Smith et al. (2009) applied in this study.
Methodology must include the perspective of the researcher as well as participants. The
element of interpretation makes the research more interesting and meaningful for studying social
structures, policies and practices from the vantage point of personal perspectives of the actors
visible clearly in the research study” (Qutoshi, 2018, p. 219). How does this happen if the
researcher does not identify their own background and interest in the topic? The research “may
involve a single case or multiple cases, with a goal of effectively communicating others’ way of
seeing things” (McPhail, 1995, p. 163). Commentary from Qutoshi indicates “the research
description of events as they appear as a method of knowing in phenomenology is fundamental
because it is a matter of describing, not of explaining or analyzing” (2018, p. 217).
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Neubauer and colleagues (2019) explain the importance of rigor in methodology:
“Scholars must construct research processes that align with the tenets of the methodology chosen
and the philosophical roots that underlie it. This alignment is the cornerstone for establishing
research rigor and trustworthiness” (p. 95). They closed their study with the caution that a
checklist for methodology is not enough. Attention must be paid to deep engagement of the
researcher with the data, repeatedly, until it is believed the fidelity of process is met (Neubauer et
al., 2019, p. 95). The interpretive analysis will unfold with attention to describing the themes
shared by young adults, perhaps as one would describe physical behavior being demonstrated.
What did one see or hear in the relay of information about the experience with independent
living? Was the researcher able to read the interpretation of the lived experience correctly, with
fidelity to the voices of young adults? In a preliminary sense, these may be considered research
questions. In a phenomenological study, the actual questions develop as the study progresses.
The selected methodology also identified gaps in services provided. Interview
commentary denoted possible alignment with very few elements of New Public Service theory
introduced by Denhardt and Denhardt (2007, 2015).
Limitations
Limitations were found in the narrowness of the population being studied. Students at an
institution of higher education where there is already a program of support available may have
more rich experience based on support currently received, regardless of IL training. A further
limitation was the emphasis in the study on young adults whose IL experience was in Wisconsin.
The study was based in Wisconsin, using data about Wisconsin. Wisconsin is meeting the data
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requirements in submitting reports in a timely manner and in working with youth to complete the
Independent Living Plan prior to emancipation from care. These elements, required by
legislation cited previously, feed into the National Youth in Transition Data Base (NYTD)
coordinated through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration for
Children and Families (ACF).
The COVID pandemic was a limitation of the study. The anticipated and planned-for
schedules of all study participants were upended with the implementation of online course work
in most programs, and limited access to labs and resources. Participants’ part-time jobs were in
jeopardy. Advising was done via technology. There was little to any face-to-face time with any
campus service providers. In a population reliant upon campus service providers, the pandemic
posed challenges. The study interviews and focus group would have been recorded during faceto-face time on campus were it not for the pandemic. All in all, the study participants made the
best of the situation, as did the researcher. It is believed other students who may have considered
participation in face-to-face formats may have chosen not to register for the program due to their
frustration or tiredness with communication via technology (Zoom).
A further limitation of the study was the researcher. Having worked with the university’s
Fostering Success program for nearly four years (as a board member and supervisor), there was a
vested interest in the growth of young people transitioning to emancipation from OHC, and in
how they are served. To lessen this weakness, the researcher requested advice from colleagues
and advisors in reviewing questions developed for and in the interviews. Use of NVIVO or
Thematic Analysis software was considered and not undertaken in favor of data analysis done by
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hand. An external transcriptionist for interviews and focus group was enlisted and used. Advice
from a researcher regarding the coding process was taken. An external co-interviewer was
recruited to assist with recording and documenting observations while the researcher facilitated
the focus group. In addition, other limitations may have included a lesser number of Fostering
Success program participants able or willing to participate in focus group and individual
interview. If this had been the case, as mentioned previously, it might have been necessary to
shift to a Case Study methodology. Fortunately, it was not necessary to make the shift in method.
Delimitations
A qualitative research project was chosen because of the need to include voices of the
selected population in exploration of aspects of key services provided to older youth having lived
in OHC. There are state and federal reports and other studies focused on quantitative research,
but they do not speak to the interpretation of study participant voice or meaning made of the
experience by study participants.
The theoretical perspectives include use of New Public Service theory (Denhardt &
Denhardt, 2000, 2007, 2015), and use of phenomenological methodology previously described.
As stated, these perspectives were chosen as best fit for the content of the topic as well as for the
format needed to obtain data.
This was not a study that relied heavily on or focused on demographic data. The
population was small. Demographics of age, ability, geographic home (rural, urban, suburban),
gender orientation/identity, ability and ethnicity were asked, but not used in examination of
themes arising in focus group or in individual interviews.
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Definitions
Definitions of terms are included here in alphabetical order for easier retrieval should a
reader need assistance in understanding word or concept. Sources of the definitions are primarily
from agencies of the federal government or state of Wisconsin, and therefore are considered
uniform definitions. These definitions were also found in the legislative bills written and laws
enacted in relation to topics covered in this study. Definitions related to the topic of research or
theory were drawn from texts used to support this study.
The Social Services Block Grants (SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services)
page of the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) website of the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services (U.S. DHHS) is the source for several definitions, and the
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families the source for several others. The Legislative
citation is included where available. Statutes for Wisconsin are also available in the document
Educational Supports for Older Youth in Foster Care (Children’s Bureau, ACF, 2020).
Definitions in the table below are listed in the order they appear in the study. The topics of
definitions are listed in alphabetical order below the table.
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Foster Care Services for Adults. “Foster care services for adults are those services or
activities that assess the need and arrange for the substitute care and alternate living situation of
adults in a setting suitable to the individual's needs. Individuals may need such services because
of social, physical or mental disabilities, or because of abuse or neglect. Care may be provided in
a community-based setting, or such services may arrange for institutionalization when
necessary” (SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services, Administration for Children and
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).
Foster Care Services for Children. “Foster care services for children are those services
or activities associated with the provision of an alternative family life experience for abused,
neglected or dependent children, between birth and the age of majority, on the basis of a court
commitment or a voluntary placement agreement signed by the parent or guardian. Services may
be provided to children in foster family homes, foster homes of relatives, group homes,
emergency shelters, residential facilities, childcare institutions, pre-adoptive homes or supervised
independent living situation” (SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services, Administration
for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).
Kinship Care. Kinship care refers to the care of children by relatives or, in some
jurisdictions, close family friends (often referred to as fictive kin). Relatives are the preferred
resource for children who must be removed from their birth parents because this placement
maintains the children's connections with their families. Kinship care is often considered a type
of family preservation service (Child Welfare Information Gateway of the Children’s Bureau,
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Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2021).
Independent Living Services. Independent living services are those services and
activities designed to help older youth in foster care or homeless youth make the transition to
independent living, or to help adults make the transition from an institution, or from
homelessness, to independent living (SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services,
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2020).
Case Management Services. Case management services are activities for the
arrangement, coordination, and monitoring of services to meet the needs of individuals and
families. Component services and activities may include individual service plan development;
counseling; monitoring, developing, securing, and coordinating services; monitoring and
evaluating client progress; and assuring that clients' rights are protected (SSBG Legislation
Uniform Definition of Services, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2020).
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The Act prohibits discrimination on the basis of
disability in programs conducted by federal agencies, in programs receiving federal financial
assistance, in federal employment, and in the employment practices of federal contractors. The
most recent revision of the legislation occurred in 2014 with the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act. The provisions of Title II of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 created
ACL's National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research with the
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mission to generate new knowledge and to promote its effective use to improve the abilities of
individuals with disabilities to perform activities of their choice in the community; and to expand
society's capacity to provide full opportunities and accommodations for its citizens with
disabilities. Chapter Two offers broader descriptions of these and other related public policies
and laws (Administration for Community Living, National Institute on Disability, Independent
Living, and Rehabilitation Research, 2020)
Summary and Organization of Remainder of Study
Introductory information needed to explain the study content, participants, theory, and
process has been presented in Chapter One. Information included the elements to be considered
in the study, the problems, and information about study participants. Using Maxwell’s Research
Design Map (2013), the researcher shared the goals of the study, conceptual framework, research
questions, proposed methodology, and issues regarding validity.
Background was provided about Independent Living services for youths and young adults
with and without disability who have experienced out-of-home care. Context for the research and
relationship to theory were presented. Discussion of the problems and the personal and
professional reasons for selection of this topic to study have also been included in this chapter.
Significance of the study, possible implications, and outcomes as well as a review of the
nature of the study have been discussed. Assumptions, limitations, and delimitations have been
presented.
Chapter Two expands upon the literature presented in this chapter as a conceptual
framework for review of information most pertinent to this study.
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Chapter Three presents the Methodology of Phenomenology and the method of the study,
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis. Committee approval and IRB approval were received,
and the study became actionable. Interviews and focus group were completed February 26, 2021.
Transcription of videography followed each interview and focus group. Summary documents of
individual interviews were sent to individual study participants for their review and comment
prior to the focus group.
Chapter Four presents the findings and results of the study and presents analysis of data
collected. Chapter Five includes a review of the process, further discussion, recommendations,
and conclusions of the study. Appendices include IRB Human Subjects participation
requirements, registration materials, modified field notes, and additional coding tables presented
partially in Chapter Four. A bracketing statement outline is also included.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The Review of Literature provides the contextual framework for the study, offering
background and data significant to the study (Maxwell, 2013). This qualitative study concerned
the experiences of youths and young adults, with and without disability, who have experienced
out-of-home care (OHC) and Independent Living (IL) services. The focus of the study is on the
meaning these now young adults have made of the Independent Living experiences both in
content and context of the experiences. Some came by the experience in association with the
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (DCF). Some may not have been eligible for
services or may have declined or avoided services, and instead may have gained experience and
information through other sources. All study participants were enrolled at a comprehensive
university, or were recent graduates of the university. All study participants were or had been
part of the campus Fostering Success program. The Fostering Success program provides advising
and support to students with prior OHC experience. It is the only program of its kind in the
University of Wisconsin System at this time, although other campuses and technical colleges are
exploring program development opportunities.
The study examined the background and perspective held by study participants about
their experiences as older youths and young adults from OHC. Questions about services
provided, topics covered, and experiences gained prior to and since their emancipation from
OHC were included in the process. The questions explored in the study surrounded the process
of assigning meaning to the IL experience in the lives of study participants. Exploration of what
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the young adults, the study participants, shared of their experience gained from IL services,
and/or topics covered, and what the circumstances and scenarios were that influenced the
experience of Independent Living, were part of data collection. Further points to explore
included how these study participants gained access to the information, how the information
informed their path to adulthood, and the identification of any difference IL learning might have
made in their lives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This was a phenomenological study presented with
a constructivism point of view, meaning the analysis of data collected needs to represent the
complexity of views and experiences shared by study participants and interpreted by the
researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This chapter will offer insight to the background of IL services available to youths and
young adults with and without disability in the United States, with emphasis on Wisconsin, via
review of applicable research, policy, and practice. Related public policies are described.
Exploration of perceived gaps in services will be shared. The need to align services with Public
Administration theory and practice will be discussed. The rationale for selection of a qualitative
methodology over other options will be presented. The laws, policies and research components
involved are beyond complex. This chapter is merely a snapshot of an immense grouping of data
and analysis.
Data from AFCARS, NYTD, Wisconsin Department of Children and Families
This section will present the numbers of youths in OHC, both nationally and in
Wisconsin, along with data provided by the National Youth in Transition Database about
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Independent Living services received in Wisconsin. Information from the DCF Dashboard for
data on Older Youth Outcomes will also be presented.
AFCARS
The Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, posts the numbers of youths in OHC, older youths in OHC, and other data about the
OHC experience. Data is provided annually by child welfare agencies in each state for the
AFCARS Report. AFCARS is the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System.
According to an AFCARS report, states may revise data with technical support from AFCARS to
meet data quality standards (Children’s Bureau, Trends in Foster Care and Adoption FY 20102019, 2020). Nationally, the number of youths in OHC in 2019 was 423,997. A total of 672,594
were served in the child welfare system in fiscal year 2019. Of the youths and young adults,
91,411 were between the ages of 14 and 20. Of this age group, 46,243 entered care in 2019.
Eight percent, or 20,445, were emancipated from the system, meaning they aged out or left the
system (Children’s Bureau, 2020a).
National Youth in Transition Database
With the implementation of the National Youth in Transition Data Base (NYTD, 2010) at
the Children’s Bureau, the child welfare report data for youths and young adults ages 14 to 21
have begun to be submitted in addition to the AFCARS case reports. Data are collected in each
state from the youths participating in OHC twice annually at ages 17, 19, and 21, with support
from either a county case worker, Indigenous nation staff member, or Transition Agency
resource person assigned to work with the youths/young adults on their Independent Living
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Transition to Discharge Plan (ILTD). However, if a youth at age 17 does not complete the
NYTD survey, there is not a mechanism to loop them back into the system for the next rounds of
surveys at age 19 or 21. That individual’s data is not included in the database (Provider of
individual services, personal communication, March 18, 2021). Reasons for not completing the
survey may include residency in kinship care, absence from out-of-home care setting, or lack of
interest in participation. The NYTD monitors the reports on number of youths in each state child
welfare system as they progress through the IL services. Table 3 shows the engagement of
Wisconsin youths and young adults in IL services in 2018. The table represents the percentage of
the youths/young adults participating in each aspect of IL services. The number of Wisconsin
youths served in this program in 2018 was 2,361 (NYTD, 2018).
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Table 3
NYTD Youths and Young Adults reporting engagement in IL Services in Wisconsin, FY2018
Independent Living Needs

Academic Support 32%

Assessment 97%
Career Preparation 31%

postsecondary Educational
Support 23%

Employment

Budget and Financial

Program/Vocational 18%

Management 30%

Housing Education and Home Supervised Independent

Health Education and Risk

Management 36%

Living 4%

Prevention 31%

Family Support and Healthy

Mentoring 20%

Room and Board Financial

Marriage 17%

Assistance 5%

Educational Financial

Other Financial Assistance

Number served: 2361 aged

Assistance 16%

13%

out of care/emancipation

Note: Adapted from NYTD data FY 18 Independent Living Service Reports, Percent of Youth
Receiving Independent Living Services by Type of Service FY2018.

According to the DCF Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard, 1,176 youths/young adults
were discharged in 2019. Of these, 22.8% aged out, 10% were in guardianship, 1.3% were
adopted, 59% were in reunification, and 8.5% were in the category of Other (unknown; missing,
death…). A total of 368 had an ILTD plan in place, and 24 did not have a transition plan in place
(DCF Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard, 2021). No mention is made of Kinship Care in these
tables of data.
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Kinship Care Data
The data for youth and young adults in kinship care are found in the AFCARS numbers
as reported by the ChildTrends organization, a non-partisan research and advocacy group. In
fiscal year 2019, 40% of children in foster care in Wisconsin were in foster care with family, also
known as kinship care (ChildTrends, 2021). More than 50% of these youth and young adults
were aged 11 through 20 (ChildTrends, 2021). ChildTrends (2021) explains:
Kinship caregiving exists for children both inside and outside of the child welfare system.
. . . Relatives who care for children in foster care may have the option to enter into
guardianships, which are formal legal relationships that allow the child welfare case to
close while allowing the birth parents to retain parental rights. In some states, such
guardians receive a subsidy for the care of the child. (ChildTrends, 2021)
It was unclear whether youths and young adults in kinship care were eligible for additional
services and supports. A communication with a former kinship staff member for a county social
services office explained that it is typical for the youths or young adults to no longer be eligible
for IL services, educational funds, or stipends once they are assigned to live in a kinship care
setting (Provider of individual services, Personal communication, March 2021).
Data from the Dashboards
A majority of youths with OHC experience age out of care the day they turn 18 years of
age (DCF, 2014). According to the DCF Out-of-home care Dashboard, there are currently 6,979
youth in OHC in Wisconsin (DCF, 6.15.21) Of these, 1,185 youths are between the ages of 15
and 19. The Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard for 2019 was cited previously. The current
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Dashboard indicates 1402 youths have been discharged between January 1, 2020 and April 30,
2021, with an average number of placements in OHC per youth as 4.1. Since January 2020,
24.6% of the youths and young adults aged out, 55.4% were in reunification, and 455 left with an
Independent Living Transition to Discharge plan (ILTD) in place (DCF, 6.15.21). This data
represents a high success rate for completion of the ILTD, a requirement of states receiving
Chafee Program funding. It is unknown how many of these young adults, if any, are or had been
from the kinship care category.
The ability to accurately collect and track numerical and content data about the
population of youths and young adults, with and without disabilities and from OHC experience
moving into IL services, has been refined in the last 35 years. It appears that when additional
legislation is written, passed, and put into the contextual quilt of service provision, data
collection efforts improve. New mechanisms develop to expedite the gathering of data. Agencies
are now allowed to update AFCARS reports with AFCARS technical assistance (2020). The
NYTD and its cohort model require survey submission in exchange for IL services funding
through the Chafee Program. The DCF Dashboards are updated frequently to better reflect
through technology the real-time pictures of data about youths and young adults in OHC (DCF
Tableau Dashboard Quick User Guide, 2021).
Looking at the numbers, one might think, “What is the problem? These projects look
good, benchmarks are met, survey results are improving, and young adults are moving forward.”
One problem is in the changing nature of problems impacting this population of vulnerable
youths and young adults. Examples include the explosion of the methamphetamine business,
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subsequent rash of addiction, and consequent disruption to families that has been building for
several years. In the current year, the world is facing a pandemic. Disruptions to employment and
to physical and mental health directly impact families and their ability to cope with the
challenges of economic survival. Increases in domestic violence have been monitored, and
vulnerable youth populations are still that—vulnerable. With every new problem or situation
comes a potentially new scenario for needed care and support of vulnerable populations. Who
better to relay the needs of the population than the youths and young adults with the immediate
experience of having been in OHC and knowing why OHC is needed? The study participants are
a rarity. They have graduated from high school or obtained a GED; they are enrolled in higher
education or have graduated. They have plans to pursue careers. They are a statistical minority in
this area of child welfare studies.
What Does the Literature Say? Longitudinal Evaluation Studies, Public Funding and Costs
Two key studies are particularly prominent to date in the examination of youths and
young adults in transition to adulthood. The Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study, known as the
Northwest Study (Pecora et al., 2005), and the Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of
Former Foster Youth, known as the Midwest Study (Dworsky et al., 2011). Both mixed-method
studies were conducted in the early 2000s. Both engaged in reviews of case records of former
foster youth, related documents from child welfare agencies, and interviews of study
participants. Both utilized other data to which they had access to compare the population studied
to the general population. Even with the emphasis on generalization of data collected to the
larger population, and attachment to theories of human development, the emphasis in each study
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seemed more about the assessment of condition after living in challenging experiences and
evaluation of services provided. Recommended pathways to improve services for youths and
young adults were made in each study.
The Northwest Study examined case records of foster alumni from Oregon and
Washington State and recipients of Casey Family Program services (Pecora et al., 2005). The
team interviewed approximately two-thirds of the case record population they were assigned
over two years. They found many study participants fared well despite significant barriers
experienced in their youth: “the majority faced significant challenges in the areas of mental
health, education, and employment and finances” (Pecora et al., 2005, p. 1). Recommendations
were made to provide additional supports for the population of youths and young adults aging
out of care.
The Midwest Study was designed to measure general well-being of former foster youth at
different points in time as they entered adulthood (Dworsky et al., 2011). Participants were from
Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin. In scope the project was approximately the same size as the
Northwest Study. Like the Northwest Study, the Midwest Study teams surveyed and interviewed
the population at different ages and stages of early adulthood (Dworsky et al., 2011).
Summary reports for the Midwest Study highlighted experience with Independent Living
Services. In the first round of surveys and interviews (2002–2003), the evaluation team found
one-third to one-half of participants had not received much if anything in the way of Independent
Living education, guidance or resources (Courtney et al., 2004). Study participants were reinterviewed at ages 19, 21, 23 or 24, and 26. At age 19, just over one-half reported receiving
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some Independent Living support. By age 21, fewer than one-third reported having received IL
services. At ages 23 and 24, over one-third reported there were services and topics they wished
they had received, and at age 26, Independent Living was not a topic of conversation noted in the
study summary (Dworsky et al., 2011). Comments made in the first report indicated the likely
generalizability of themes and experiences to other state child welfare services (Courtney et al.,
2004). These two large, comprehensive, and ambitious studies have spawned many, many other
evaluative studies, phenomenological studies, and program reviews found in everything from
top-tier peer-reviewed journal articles to dissertation archives and organization websites. Few of
the remaining studies and articles reviewed for this effort did not mention one or the other study,
or both, or several of the lead authors on these projects. In some ways it seems these studies lit
the fire motivating further action. These study outcomes may be seen as having set a high
standard for the need to pursue evaluation of services across dimensions of service provision to
vulnerable populations.
Why Were Independent Living Services Created?
Literature about youths from OHC experience aging out of care has been fraught with
examples of trauma and dangers experienced by youths in the system. Many studies have also
referenced the youths’ resilience as an indicator of success in negotiating paths to adulthood
(Pecora et al., 2006; Courtney et al., 2009, 2011, 2013; Dworsky et al., 2010, 2012, 2013;
Blazevier, 2014). There have also been indicators of the costs to the public when youths are not
able to participate in IL services. Cost-benefit analyses were shared in the works of Courtney et
al. (2009) and Packard et al. (2008), as well as in material from the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
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Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative (2013). Independent Living services, as offered
through the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, were created to “offer assistance
to help current and former foster care youth achieve self-sufficiency” (Youth.gov, John H.
Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, 2021).
The literature provides ample references to the issues young people face as they approach
emancipation, also known as aging out of OHC. While reunification with families seems to be on
the increase in Wisconsin, the numbers of teens adopted are not large. And yet, the numbers of
youths and young adults reporting participation in IL services is not diminished. In some cases,
the numbers can be viewed as positive.
The most recent Older Youth Outcomes dashboard of the DCF indicates 3.4% older teen
adoptions from January 3, 2020 to April 30, 2021 (2021). For 2020, the average number of OHC
placements experienced by older youth in Wisconsin was 4.1 placements; 48% of the older
youths in OHC spent less than a year in OHC across their lifetimes; and 53% spent more than a
year in OHC (DCF OYO Dashboard, 6.15.21). With multiple average placements, which may
include shifts to multiple schools, it is possible the natural transition to adulthood experienced in
the general population is actually a traumatic experience itself for youths and young adults in
OHC, placing some in the position of leaving care altogether. Again, Kinship care is not
identified on the Older Youth Outcomes dashboard of the DCF.
ChildTrends (2021) tracks kinship care by state and provides comparison to national
numbers. In 2019, 3165 youths in Wisconsin were in kinship care. Five percent (158) were aged
16 through 20. One percent were adopted by a relative, and 9% had a case plan for foster care

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

91

that included eventual guardianship with family (ChildTrends, 2021). According to the
ChildTrends report, 40% of foster placements in Wisconsin in 2019 were kinship care
placements. This data was not found on the DCF Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard. The
separation of data (or lack of inclusion of kinship care data) is both confusing and off-putting to
the researcher. It is possible the information shared by a former kinship care county contact was
and may still be accurate—that when a youth or young adult enters kinship care, they are
removed from the case services of DCF (Provider of individual services, personal
communication, March, 2021).
In addition to the AFCARS, NYTD, and DCF data, the numbers of youths and young
adults who have experienced trauma and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as a result of
life events that have led to their placement in OHC has been estimated as greater per capita than
what U.S. Veterans of war have experienced (How to improve child protective services, 2012;
Salazar et al., 2013).
Leaving OHC without an Independent Living Transition to Discharge plan can be costly.
Costs to the community are due to complexity faced in childhood and early teen years,
challenges typical of youths who have experienced involvement with the child welfare system as
well as the family crises that prompted their involvement. The public frequently incurs costs
when a young person leaves OHC without a plan, or when they are drawn to other activity not
good for their health and well-being or growth toward active, contributing adulthood.
Youths who are somehow not made aware of IL services or who do not take advantage of access
to advancing their education may consume human services and public dollars as adults. This
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scenario will potentially include case worker and agency support time, receipt of public
assistance in the form of FoodShare/Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, support for
Women, Infants and Children (WIC), Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability
Income (SSDI), and possible short-or long-term incarceration. From age 18 to death, the low-end
estimate for these expenses as described in various studies was $300,000 per individual (Jim
Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2013; Dworsky et al., 2011; Packard et al., 2008). A
publication of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Future Savings,
“examines four important outcome areas: education, early parenthood, homelessness and
incarceration. This report draws from publicly available data and previously published
studies to estimate how outcomes in these areas differ for young people aging out of
foster care when compared with the outcomes of their peers in the general population, as
well as the costs associated with those outcome variation.” (2019, p. 6)
The subtitle of the publication is “The Economic Potential of Successful Transitions From Foster
Care to Adulthood” (2019, p.1). The executive summary provided suggests the financial savings
outlook for more young adults from OHC afforded greater opportunity:
“With the right resources, 5,290 more young people would graduate from high school
each year, leading to $2.17 billion in economic gains through increased lifetime income.
Additionally, 2,866 fewer young women would experience early parenthood by the age
of 19, resulting in avoided societal and taxpayer costs of $295 million for the first 15
years of the child’s life.” (2019, p. 3)
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The costs of OHC and related services are staggering, as are the figures generated in this report
indicative of the importance of well-implemented services and supports for youths and young
adults in OHC.
By participating in IL services and engaging in training and/or postsecondary education,
youths and young adults with and without disabilities can move forward toward active
employment, work to develop citizen behaviors such as community engagement, paying taxes,
and eventually possible home ownership. It stands to reason, reviewing the previously noted
reports from 2008-2013, that the estimated savings in public dollars over a lifetime for every ten
youth from OHC experience who graduate from a four-year college approaches $2.2 million. In a
quick calculation of a recent Older Youth Outcomes Dashboard figure, 215 of the youths and
young adults emancipating from care have an Independent Living Transition to Discharge plan
(WDCF, 2020). If they follow through on the plan, pursue postsecondary education, get a degree,
and obtain gainful employment, the savings of in-state public dollars may be around $47.3
million. If all 696 youths discharged from care in 2020 were to have participated in a positive
Independent Living experience, gained education and full employment, left the publicly-funded
services that are so necessary to vulnerable populations, the savings scenario would potentially
be $153.1 million. If all 1,185 of the identified 15- to 19-year-olds noted on the Dashboard
recently were to follow suit, the savings would be nearly $260.7 million. If all of the 7,148 youth
currently in OHC in Wisconsin were to find themselves in a situation of full support as they
ready their preparation for adulthood, and if there were not other variables that may distract from
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forward progress, a savings in public dollars in the realm of $1.572 billion dollars may be
realized. Packard et al. (2008) offered a cost-benefit analysis of transitional services:
Programs . . . might be thought to possess certain costs to society due to extended care
and funding necessary for them to work. Although there are some unavoidable costs in
programs of this nature, according to the cost-benefit analysis . . . there are benefits to
society that would be worth the investment. The findings showed that the initial cost of
providing monetary support to these foster children is not nearly as impactful to society
and taxpayers as the costs associated with former foster youths in prisons or on welfare;
the benefit of income taxes from this population, if they were able to secure better jobs,
would also offset the funding needed for the programs. (pp. 47–48)
These studies and limited, localized cost-benefit analyses (including an estimate of the
cost of a four-year university degree, housing, meal plan, a used car and insurance) aided this
researcher and associated staff in developing the early funding requests used to support the
Fostering Success program. Utilizing data from the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiatives
(2013), the argument for funding the continuation and growth of the Fostering Success program
included providing information about the cost of not providing services. Weighing the costs and
benefits and sharing data with donors, administrators, and legislators aided in ability to recruit
program support. Data from these resources told of the financial impact of the experiences of
youths from OHC who age out of care and do not or cannot take advantage of Independent
Living services. Engaging youths from OHC experience in transitional and IL services provides
benefits to the youth and broader society. As previously noted, some studies have identified
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fiscal returns on the dollars invested in services, returns due to the improvement in life outcomes
for youths as they enter adulthood. A reality in the early days of program management was faced
when the Fostering Success staff members (including this researcher) realized there are people
less inclined to want to support what they view as entitlements for youths who have been in
OHC. Sharing the cost-benefit scenario then became a strategy to seek and obtain additional
support for expansion of services to the OHC population while placing emphasis on the
improvement in life outcomes for this population and for the communities in which they live.
Evaluations and Studies
Most of the literature reviewed for this study was evaluative in nature. Whether by case
record review, survey, interview, or other method, the intent of most of the literature presented
here was to examine issues related to the manner in which youths and young adults from OHC
have experienced and negotiated the process in teen years and early 20s leading to adulthood.
For the purposes of this study, the process is called Independent Living services (IL). For most,
this process includes a listing of topics with which youths or young adults need to become
familiar to navigate the path to adult independence (DCF, Roadmap to Independent Living,
2021). For many, the process also includes addressing past or current traumatic life events
(removal from home and family, limited access to resources, abuse, and potential delays in K–12
education due to multiple OHC placements).
Having discussed with colleagues and former foster youths (anonymous, personal
communications, 2016, 2019) the lack of local quantitative data about older youths in the care
leaving process, speculative comments about lack of youth participation included the following:
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a young adult’s desire for privacy, the lack of young adult desire to be poked and prodded in a
research sense, an inability of systems to track young adults once they had exited the system, and
the numbers of older youth/young adults being insufficient for considering model demonstration
projects or larger-scaled research efforts that may aid in understanding the experience of
youths/young adults. In conversation with a data officer of a federal administrative department,
this last speculation was verified with the comment, “the numbers just aren’t there” (Provider of
national data, personal communication, fall 2019). The implication and effect are found in the
plethora of qualitative studies in which small numbers of older youths/young adults can be
persuaded and/or paid to participate in surveys and discussion of their experiences.
Systematic and Scoping Reviews
A systematic review is a structured rigorous method of review in which bias is
minimized. The systematic review offers reliable findings and may produce guides to decisionmaking. A scoping review is used to identify evidence in a field of study or knowledge gaps, or
to clarify concepts in the scope of a body of literature (Munn, Z., et al., 2018).
Recent systematic reviews of literature have been related to older youths experience with
IL and transition services. Demonstrated common themes have included desire for independence,
sense of aloneness, search for guidance, and an overestimation personal preparedness for
adulthood (Parry & Weatherhead, 2014).
In a systematic analysis by Heerde et al. (2018), researchers found 19 studies from the
United States meeting the criteria they had set for the research. Three key components of the
transition experience were identified as “housing status (either living independently/in shared
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situation or homeless), employment (varied) and engaged with postsecondary education
(numbers were low)” (Heerde et al., 2018). Depression was also indicated as a key concern for
mental health in the studies reviewed (Heerde et al., 2018).
Johnson’s (2019) study of related literature, covering empirical quantitative, qualitative,
and mixed methods research, including studies large and small, was able to categorize the
literature regarding the ways success of youths formerly in foster care is influenced (p. 6). The
systematic review of literature identified several of the elements identified as sub-themes or
themes in this study, including mental health concerns, supportive relationships, community
programs and policies, marginalization, college support programs, and basic needs (Johnson,
2019). Johnson shared themes from nine of the documents he reviewed as having referenced
mental health concerns (2019, p. 9). Those he identified included depression, anxiety, PTSD, and
inability to afford or access mental health services (Johnson, 2019, p. 9). Each of these topics
was addressed in the current phenomenological study in coding, and in sub-themes as well as in
narrative descriptions, which can be found in Chapter Four. Johnson’s findings about mental
health themes aided in validating the data collection and interpretation in this study. Johnson also
identified the need for supportive relationships, difficulty in developing and maintaining
relationships, and marginalization including social isolation and fear of discovery (2019).
Another systematic review, conducted by Haggman-Laitila et al. (2019) demonstrated the
authors’ utility of sources primarily from the United States. Of note: as in a previous study,
young adults leaving out-of-home care were identified in this study as “care leavers” (Parry &
Weatherhead, 2014). Three research questions were developed: “1) How do care leavers assess
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their preparedness for independent living? 2) What support is available and needed? 3) What
kind of experiences do they have in managing the transition to adulthood?” (Haggman-Laitila et
al., 2019, p. 636). The team conducted a review of several databases, eventually conducting a
full read of a few hundred peer reviewed publications. This process reduced the categories to
publications that were quantitative in nature, some offering interventions, and some of qualitative
structure. Several studies identified coping as a common theme. Other themes included identity
development and future plans made by young adults. The research team used a narrative
analysis, finding in the end insubstantial evidence, and calling for more evidence-based practices
to inform service development. The process of analysis they chose may have led to the claim of
insubstantial evidence because they reviewed so many studies, none or few of which might have
been similarly structured. They did mention themes arising from the culling of data, but they
might have anticipated more consistency across the body of literature.
It was further suggested by these authors that care leavers may overestimate their
preparedness to move toward adulthood (Haggman-Laitila et al., 2019). The publication was
useful to this study for the research questions selected in sorting data,and for the researchers’
observations of similarities across the thousands of youths represented in the selected studies.
Still, there was insufficient evidence to point to a conclusion about the success of young adults
navigating the IL services provided to them. It seemed the authors were not able to identify
standards of care or practice in the IL experiences discussed in the studies they explored
(Haggman-Laitila et al., 2019).
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It seemed each of the studies proposed or called for additional research that would inform
theory, present rigor, and enhance the knowledge base (Heerde et al., 2018; Johnson, 2019).
Studies of Independent Living Services
Although the federal Chafee Program does not have a long history, there are ample
studies of the process involved in delivery of IL services to youths planning to exit care or being
guided to exit care. A preponderance of the literature—several of the resources selected for this
review—have maintained focus in qualitative studies consisting of small numbers of current and
former youths from OHC experience being surveyed and/or interviewed regarding their
experiences exiting care and becoming independent (Berzin et al., 2014; Blakesee, 2012; Casey
Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2013; Collins, 2013; Connelly, 2016; Geneen et al., 2007;
Harrison, 2019; Hedenstrom, 2014; Lee, 2010; Phillips et al., 2015; Powers et al., 2018; Reed,
2014; Rios & Rocco, 2014; Steffe & McNamara Barry, 2012; Thompson, 2016). These studies
included examination of programs designed originally for youths to develop needed “adult
skills” prior to care leaving, and recognition that relationships with advisors, mentors, or other
adults willing to guide and listen might be equally if not more important than skill-building. The
theme of Health and Relationships developed in the current study supports the importance of
developing long-term relationships with supportive adults, as noted in the studies presented here.
Steffe and McNamara Barry (2012) offered a brief literature review of models of service.
They explored the Transition Guardian Plans (TGP), Independent Living Programs (ILP), and
Chafee Foster Care Independence Programs (CFCIP), as possible solutions for the lack of
guidance provided to youths and young adults. They categorized challenges experienced by

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

100

youth, including relationships and well-being, incidence of trauma, substance use and abuse,
education, and employment and financial concerns as elemental to transition services (Steffe &
McNamara Barry, 2012).
An evaluative study in a California county by Sommer (2013) was one of the few with
tangible recommendations for improving Independent Living Skills Programs. Reviewing the
first 20 years of literature about IL services, Sommer found few positive impacts of IL services
for the study population. With the establishment of state law and the implementation of a
collaborative services approach, the program outcomes included improved targeted outreach and
promising strategies such as outreach to kinship care persons and guardians for additional
support in the IL process. Improved collaboration across agencies and regions was also cited as a
key recommendation for program support (Sommer, 2013).
Powers et al. (2018) demonstrated clearly documented concerns and outcomes for the
population of youths and young adults moving toward emancipation. Their descriptions of
compounded disparities for many youths in care and those who are persons with disabilities
and/or with mental health challenges was alarming. They, too, noted the gap in evaluation to
validate effective models for improving the transition trajectories of youths exiting care. The My
Life intervention was discussed as a positive program with youths at the center of identifying
their own path to success. The authors supported further development of youth-directed
approaches to work with young people in transitioning. This study offered qualitative evidence
of procedure underlying self-determination-oriented transition programs for youths (Powers et
al., 2018). Programs also provide experience for youths with disabilities and other vulnerabilities
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(Powers et al., 2018). Once again, the youth voice at the table of self-determination was declared
critical to the IL process, as was the call for additional research, particularly with marginalized
and underrepresented populations (Powers et al., 2018).
What Is Kinship Care?
Kinship care is the use of immediate or extended family members to care for children
when the parent or parents are not able to provide care (A.E. Casey Foundation, 2021). The
Annie E. Casey Foundation (2021) explains that “throughout history, families have cared for
relative children during times of illness, poverty, incarceration, death, violence or other family
crises. Many cultures continue this practice to this day, often outside of the social service or
court systems” (para. 6, original emphasis). There are three basic types of kinship care. Private or
informal kinship care is arranged among family members, sometimes arranged outside of the
child welfare structure. When child welfare is involved, clear guidelines are available to support
the needs of the youth in question (A.E. Casey Foundation, 2020). Diversion care is interim care,
established as an intermediary step or in response to rapid need to remove a youth from a family
setting. This process is accomplished by a caseworker through an assessment process or by
opening a case. Licensed or unlicensed care can keep the youth in the custody of the state while
still remaining with family (A. E. Casey Foundation, 2020).
Kinship care falls into four basic system types or relational theory models. Figure 2
provides a brief description of each model, as noted in discussion of various systems of kinship
care (Testa, 2013). Relational models are common. Problems lie in what type of placement is
best for child and family; “the right combination of agency roles and principles” are important to
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child safety and reduction of agency risk (Testa, 2013). States engage a particular model based
on the law and policy as it applies to child welfare in their location, likely aligned with federal
funding source requirements.

Figure 2
Systems of Kinship Care-Relational Models (Testa, 2013)
1. The affine principle—caregiving prerogatives are given to a member of a child's
extended family, clan, or tribe whom the community trusts to act in the child's best
interest as if those interests were the member's own;
2. The hierarchical principle—patrons are granted authority over the person and property
of the child to whom they owe enforceable duties of support, care, and education;
3. The fiduciary principle—caregiving responsibilities delegated to stewards who, by
virtue of internalized values of probity and beneficence, can be counted on to look after
the interests of any and all children fairly and equitably; and
4. The contractual principle—agents are screened, selected, licensed, and compensated in
proportion to the value of their regular or specialized caregiving as determined by
market pricing or some rational-legal method of testing, credentialing, and evaluation.
Note. Source: Testa, M. (2013).
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Clarifications Regarding IL Services and Eligibility for Those in Kinship Care.
In compiling and analyzing the results, contact was made by the researcher with a person
who works with IL services in Wisconsin and has prior experience with kinship care. This person
provided clarification regarding eligibility for IL services and resources available for persons in
kinship care. The person indicated that young people in court-ordered kinship care became
eligible for IL in Wisconsin as of 2015, when policies on eligibility changed. Prior to that time,
no one in kinship care was eligible for IL services. Kinship care is organized through the county
human services departments in Wisconsin. The person interviewed was given de-identified
information and thought two of the study participants might have been eligible and may still be
eligible for services (Provider of individual services, personal communication, March 2021).
Neither had participated in IL services.
Regarding completion of the NYTD survey, this person indicated if the survey is not
completed in the first round at age 17, efforts are not made to include the young adult in surveys
at age 19 or at age 21. It was also mentioned how the social worker should have made in-person
or phone contact with youth in kinship care, as they are included in the NYTD study (Provider of
individual services, personal communication, March 2021)
Also discussed were the ways young adults can access IL information if they do not meet
the foster eligibility guidelines noted in Chapter One, Table 2. The person indicated there are
resources available for kinship care caregivers to share with youth and young adults, but if they
do not meet specific program guidelines or are not engaged with county human services, the
responsibility falls to the caregiver to provide the information, as it would to a custodial parent
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(Provider of individual services, personal communication, March, 2021). The Workforce
Innovation Opportunities Act (WIOA) mentioned later in Chapter Two also supports some of the
services for young adults who have been in out-of-home care. In this region, the Workforce
Resource organization is contracted to provide services. The researcher also shared the
challenges of study participants with registration for health insurance. The Provider indicated the
online process was not difficult to follow, and the person would be willing to help any of the
study participants with this or other eligibility concerns (Provider of individual services, personal
communication, 2021). The researcher has shared with all five study participants the contact
information for the Provider, a possible additional resource in their process.
Kincare Navigator Programs
In 2004, the Annie E. Casey Foundation began work with the child welfare organization
in Washington state to affirm the need for provision of standardized resources available to
kinship care providers, whether they were providing care informally or formally as licensed
foster caregivers (A.E. Casey Foundation, Strategy Brief, 2018, p.2). At the same time, several
other states were exploring and coordinating efforts (Malm, Sepulveda & Abbott, 2019). The
Kinship Navigators programs across the nation may vary in meeting individual state needs but
have developed to recognize the former invisibility of kinship caregiving and the need for
provision of resources to support the out-of-home care of youths and young adults in the kinship
care home (A.E. Casey Foundation, Strategy Brief, 2018).
Nationwide, policy makers, child welfare agency staff, and advocates are continuing to
address the growth of the kinship care Navigators programs. In recent years, there has been more
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evidence of pursuit of standard policy and practice. There “remains a need for continuous
assessment of current policy and practice and future directions for enhancing outcomes”
(Littlewood, 2017).
Information about Kinship Care has been included briefly to provide additional
background on the types of OHC found among the group of study participants. The Department
of Children and Families (DCF) offers an extensive guide of services and information through
the Kinship Navigator program, available at the department website. It offers kinship training for
relatives in a series of videos, as well as listings of resources and tools useful in welcoming a
family member to the home and providing for their safety and well-being. Data about youths and
young adults in kinship care is not available on the DCF Older Youth Outcomes dashboard
(2021).
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES)
Rationale for removal from parental custody (whether into state foster systems, kinship
care, or other placements) may include traumatic activity experienced by the youths or young
adults in the home setting. These incidents are considered collectively as Adverse Childhood
Experiences, or ACES. Through significant collaborative study, ACES have been identified as
impactful in the lives of youths and adults. According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) (2021) Division for Violence Prevention, “The CDC-Kaiser Permanente
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study is one of the largest investigations of childhood
abuse and neglect and household challenges and later-life health and well-being” (About the
CDC-Kaiser ACE Study para. 1). The study examined “confidential surveys regarding their
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childhood experiences and current health status and behaviors” from over 17,000 patients
between 1995 and 1997 (About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study 2021, para. 2). The survey results
indicated several categories of concern as expressed by study participants (Figure 3). These
categories include history of injury, concerns for mental health, increase in infectious disease,
chronic disease, risky behaviors, and availability of opportunities (About the CDC-Kaiser ACE
Study, 2021).

Figure 3
Examples of ACES

Note. The source of this data is the CDC (2021) and Merrick et al. (2018)
Figure 4 describes examples of outcomes within the categories. Adverse childhood
experiences are found across multiple demographics of age, ethnicity, socio-economic
background, geography and gender identity (2021). According to the CDC, “as the number of
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ACEs increases so does the risk for negative outcomes” (About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study
2021).
The participants in the current study shared in interviews and in focus group their
experiences with physical, mental, and emotional abuse; depression, anxiety, and PTSD; having
observed their mother being abused; and references to risky behaviors followed as a way to get
by in life. All of the study participants graduated from high school and are either in college or
have graduated from college. Their opportunities going forward are potentially better than many
others who have been in OHC. It is unknown whether any of them were included in traumainformed care discussions while in contact with a social worker. Most have seen a counselor or
therapist during their time in OHC.
Figure 4
Lasting Impacts of Adverse Childhood Experiences

Note. This graphic was sourced from the CDC Division for Violence Prevention (2021).
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Felitti and Anda, with Kaiser Permanente Healthcare, were instrumental in the
development and now worldwide embrace of the ACES study. Felitti and Anda offered (2010) “a
sampling from our findings in the ACE Study the long-lasting, strongly proportionate, and often
profound relationship between adverse childhood experiences and important categories of
emotional state, health risks, disease burden, sexual behavior, disability, and healthcare costs—
decades later” (p. 79). Felitti and Anda’s (2010) findings included “proportionate relationship
between ACE Score and depression” (p.79) demonstrating that “54% of current depression and
58% of suicide attempts in women can be attributed to adverse childhood experiences” (p. 80).
Citing often-unrecognized traumatic events as powerful, they offer an overview of compensatory
behaviors found in public health problems caused by traumatic childhood experiences:
These experiences [ACES] are lost in time and concealed by shame, secrecy, and social
taboo against the exploration of certain topics of human experience.
The findings of the ACE Study provide a credible basis for a new paradigm of
medical, public health, and social service practice that would start with comprehensive
biopsychosocial evaluation of all patients at the outset of ongoing medical care. (Felitti &
Anda, 2010, p. 86).
While the original ACES study was released by researchers Felitti and Anda (with Kaiser
Permanente and the CDC) to initial skepticism in the medical community, time and expansion of
the study with support of the Centers for Disease Control, Kaiser Permanente, and others led to a
cross-disciplinary enthusiasm and interest in adopting the trauma-informed care training as well
as possible applications for use of the scoring instrument with patients (Anda et al., 2021). The
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emphases for adoption of ACES were in areas of practice as well as in policy development: “this
last effort was of concern to the authors, citing the lack of a scientifically standardized measure
of childhood exposure to the biology of stress” (2021, p. 293). Anda et al. (2021) indicated
“questions from the ACE study cannot fully assess the frequency, intensity, or chronicity of
exposure to an ACE or account for sex differences or differences in the timing of exposure” (p.
293). The concern was also about use of the instrument being used to screen for health and social
outcomes and/or cut services based upon score, with reference to “no arbitrary cutpoints” being
implemented to designate risk or potential outcomes (Anda et al., 2021, p. 294). Their
recommendation was for more evidence-based outcomes to be developed and presented (Anda et
al., 2021). It seems some practitioners might have been moving too quickly in assigning meaning
and consequent resource referrals in response to whatever score on the ACES instrument scale
was received by their clients and consumers.
Berliner and Kalko (2016) advised that although the growth of research into and
application of trauma informed care has been exciting and hopeful across many fields of study,
the children already know the experience (p.168). They suggested the challenge is in how best to
make a difference in the lives of these children (p.168). Within the framework of the current
study, a suggestion was to listen with attention to how young adults make meaning of the
experience as a cue to appropriate ranges of responses (Berliner & Kalko, 2016).
Youths Making Meaning of the OHC Experience—Resilience, Satisfaction, Vulnerability
Studies about youths and young adults in transition making meaning of their OHC
experience include Hass and Amoha (2014), who identified how both positive and negative
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turning points in the lives of individuals could lead to a greater sense of self, personal resilience,
and academic success. Citing Tavernier and Willoughby (2012), Hass and Amoha (2014) noted
evidence of satisfaction with life after focusing on the positive impact of a negative experience.
Other authors call out the challenges of the transition period—particularly vulnerability—
in the leaving from OHC experienced by youths and young adults and the impact of leave-taking
on physical, mental, and social outcomes (Merdinger et al., 2005; Pecora, 2012). For example, it
has been well documented that youths in foster care suffer from much higher rates of mental
illness, educational disabilities, financial insecurity, and poor educational achievement than do
youths from the general population (Havlicek et al., 2013; Pecora, 2012; Pecora et al., 2005,
cited in Hass & Amoha, 2014). Haas and Amoha (2014) cited work by Geneen and Powers
(2007) calling out the need for attention to the process of developing Independent Living skills.
Further citing Geenen & Powers (2007), Haas and Amoha (2014) described the lack of what they
termed the “luxury of a gradual transition that includes a safety net” (p. 1085). This last
statement was in reference to the resources in the general population that enable ability to return
home to biological family in times of need.
In a study by Reed (2014), semi-structured interviews of 19 individuals from a California
agency serving foster youths were analyzed to explore the concept of resilience and phenomena
of turning points for foster youths transitioning away from care. In this study, the author
identified as significant the policy cited in Burkes and Fernandez (2011) of how consumers’
rights come first in a successful transition, although sometimes the result may be a reduction in
positive transitioning (Reed, 2014). Reed (2014) went on to identify the two reasons youth do
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not engage with IL as feeling uninformed about resources and not understanding program
importance.
In a more recent study of the phenomenological nature of the overall OHC experience,
Thompson (2016) interviewed nine former foster youth, seeking an understanding of the process
of exiting the foster system and hoping to identify gaps to be addressed by social services (2016).
They discussed the need for gradual transition from OHC to self-sufficiency and need to
establish supports beyond emancipation, citing the many who leave systems unprepared
(Thompson, 2016). Thompson (2016) modeled this study on the work of Lee (2010), whose 12
themes arising from interviews with young adults from child welfare system experience led to a
further definition of the essence of resilience.
Consistent themes of evaluations and studies explored and cited above in this review
about older youths in the care leaving process include experience with trauma and abundance of
real and potential pitfalls (e.g., abuse, abandonment, setbacks in education due to multiple OHC
placements), personal resilience in the face of these pitfalls, cost of public assistance into
adulthood if Independent Living services are not successful, desire of older youths for
independence, sense of aloneness, search for guidance, and older youth overestimating their
personal readiness for adulthood/future. Authors have also called for the extension of study to
vulnerable and underrepresented populations of youth.
None of these studies seemed to address a specific theory of Public Administration.
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Availability of Data from Federal Agencies and Non-Profit Advocacy Groups
There is abundant information about youths in transition available from federal agencies
and private not-for-profit organizations that support youths and young adults from OHC
experience.
Program instructions for Independent Living dating back to 1987 are available through
the Child Welfare Information Gateway (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families, Children’s Bureau, 2020). The bulletin for
professionals and agency partners clarifies the federal requirements and resources available when
working with youths in transition. Working With Youth to Develop a Transition Plan is about
aiding youths in making a successful transition to independence (2018). There are currently 12
federal agencies listed on the Youth.gov website with responsibility for engaging youth in the
transition process (2020). With just these few resources listed, and without yet examining what
the State of Wisconsin offers in Independent Living services via hiring external agency
contractors, one must wonder, where is the disconnect that limits youth engagement with IL
activities and therefore potential pathways to successful advancement into adulthood? It may be
about the money. A disconnect or gap in communication between departments was identified in
a prior report by the GAO (2016). Perhaps the commentary was directed to some of the 12
federal agencies with responsibility for engaging youths in transition.
In examination of next-generation evaluation issues for the John H. Chafee Foster Care
Independence Program funding, Courtney et al. (2017) identified the importance of
understanding the range of services and key developmental issues and resources needed by
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youths and young adults in IL services. In a footnote, they explained a key concern about the
literature regarding programs examined for possible modeling or eligibility for Chafee Program
funding. They note specifically a growing gap in availability of rigorous evaluation research
regarding interventions for/with youths and young adults from OHC experience. As a result of
this lack of evidence, conceptual models reviewed make few connections to hard evidence drawn
from research on this population. Most findings or discoveries have been limited to experimental
evaluation and meta-analysis of same (Courtney et al., 2017). Persistent gaps identified in the
brief include lack of a comprehensive understanding of impacts of risk and protective factors,
and lack of comprehensive data about the development of social and emotional well-being. In
preparation for future funding efforts, Courtney et al. (2017) suggested review of those programs
most closely aligned with examining developmental assets and positive outcomes as a way to
reflect on current and emerging programs and improve Chafee funded services. They explored
the successes of multicomponent programs such as the Transitional Living Program operated by
the Youth Villages organization in several states. These programs require active crossdepartment communications, successfully advancing the services provided to youths and young
adults (Courtney et al., 2017).
Connelly and Jordan (2016), as shared in Child Trends, suggested that the important
topics to know about the youths and young adult population in IL include the importance of
attention to brain development (the young adult brain is still in development and maturation into
the mid-20s), consequent need for extending availability of foster care to age 21, and extension
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of advocacy though more research and data sourced at the National Youth in Transition Data
base (NYTD) (2016).
Independent Living Services for Youths and Young Adults With and
Without Disabilities
Independent Living for Young Adults with Disabilities
In 1975, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act was passed to guarantee equal
access to public education for children with disabilities. Renamed in 1990 to the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the legislation further elaborated on the inclusion of children
with disabilities in regular classes, and established requirements for the IEP (Individualized
Education Program) as the guidance document and agreement designed to meet the educational
needs of youths with disabilities, with approval of parent or guardian (Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 1975; Anti-Defamation League, 2018). The implementation of IDEA
and development of the IEP led to the continued growth of the Disability Rights and Independent
Living Center movement. With renaming of the Act in 1990 also came the passage of the
Americans With Disabilities Act, 1990. For the first time, civil rights were available to persons
with disabilities on a level never before experienced in the nation. In 1990, the comprehensive
disability rights law, the Americans with Disabilities Act further embedded Independent Living
Centers into the culture of support and recognition of need for empowerment of persons with
disabilities in the management of their own lives (National Council on Independent Living,
2020).
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For youths under the age of 18 (or 21, if an active Individualized Education Program
exists), Independent Living services are provided by law and public policy (DCF, Independent
Living, 2020; United States Child Welfare Policy Manual, 2020). Young adults may still access
some services after the age of 18. Services are designed to prepare older youths/young adults for
the experiences they will face in adulthood (DCF, Independent Living, 2020). Steffe and
McNamara Barry (2012) cited Fernandes (2008) in describing the start of Independent Living in
1985 as a Congressional initiative, followed by more recent Independent Living services for
older youths/young adults. This was extended by federal law in 1999 when the John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program was established (U.S. Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families, 2020). At the state level, the Department of Children
and Families (DCF) manages these services through the Bureau of Youth Services.
Youths and young adults with disabilities and without disabilities are included in many of
the IL and transition services provided by DCF. For youths and young adults with disabilities, an
active IEP needs to be in place for additional disability-related services to be offered. Depending
on age during OHC experience, some youths are eligible for fewer services (noted in Table 2,
Chapter One). Under s. 115.787 Wisconsin. Statutes, for an Ongoing Services Standard, a
percentage of youths with OHC experience and an active Individualized Education Program
(IEP) are permitted to remain in OHC to age 21 if they are engaged in completion of a high
school degree or GED, or in training toward employment (WDCF Division of Safety and
Permanence, 2018, p. 218). Additional IL services may also be provided past age 18 if an
agreement is reached between the youth/young adult and WDCF.
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Independent Living Centers
In review of 60 years of advocacy and growth, the National Council on Independent
Living (NCIL) described the development of Independent Living centers as extending the
resources for and philosophy of consumer control to a national network of centers, offices, and
state councils (NCIL, 2020). Nationally, functions of Independent Living Centers include “Peer
Support, Information and Referral, Individual and Systems Advocacy, Independent Living
Skills Training, Transition” (NCIL, 2020). In Wisconsin, Independent Living Services for
persons with disabilities are funded and monitored by the Department of Health Services (DHS,
2020). Contracts with the nonprofit IL service agencies are monitored by DHS and the Bureau
of Aging and Disability Resources. IL centers as service agencies provide training, peer support,
counseling, advocacy, referral, and IL skills training as well as assistance to youths in transition
from secondary to postsecondary education and/or to a different living environment (Centers
for Independent Living in Western Wisconsin, 2020).
Youths and young adults with disabilities may be eligible for further job readiness and
job search services provided through the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development
(DWD) Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR). Participation in DVR services is
dependent upon type of disability diagnosis, presence of Individualized Educational Program
(IEP) from secondary school, or Individualized Plan for Employment (if out of secondary
school experience), and/or medical referral or confirmation, and availability of DVR staff to
meet. (DVR Client Assistance Program, 2019).
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DCF provides summary data regarding whether a child in OHC has been clinically
diagnosed with a disability by a qualified professional. Summary data includes identification of
at least one of the following disabilities: physical disability, visually or hearing impairment,
emotional disturbance, learning disability, developmental disability, or other medically
diagnosed condition or conditions requiring special care. Approximately one in five children in
OHC was reported to have a diagnosed disability (DCF, 2015). However, the reporting of a
child’s disability is frequently under-reported in the electronic-Wisconsin Statewide Automated
Child Welfare Information Systems (e-WiSACWIS), primarily because the case record or
demographic information may not be updated to reflect new information regarding the diagnosis
of children (Provider of State services, personal communication, April 2020). The DCF
continues to provide monitoring and oversight to agency staff to improve entry of disabilityrelated data in the record. The disability categories have been established by the federal
government for AFCARS reporting purposes. AFCARS, the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis
and Reporting System of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for
Children and Families, Children’s Bureau provides the names of the categories reflecting
definitions established by the federal government (2020) .
Interagency Competitive Integrated Employment Plan
On July 26, 2019, the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, along with
Department of Public Instruction and Department of Health Services released the annual
Interagency Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE) Plan and Report, 2017, Act 178, for
Transition Services, impacting youth with disabilities. This document is found on the DWD
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website (DWD, 2020). The report described cross-agency efforts, including additional
stakeholders, in bridging gaps to meet needs of youths in transition as they move from secondary
education toward CIE. The website for the plan and report also included resources for consumers
and their families. A DVR Transition video found in the report, developed by the Division of
Vocational Rehabilitation as part of a video series, noted encouragement for youths and families
to ask about Vocational Rehabilitation a good two years prior to planned graduation, and
discussed “active participation in one’s own case” as a goal of the transition process (DWD,
2020). Any youths with an active Individualized Educational Program (IEP) or a regular 504
plan meeting is eligible for VR services (CIE report, 2020).
Eligibility extends to youths in OHC. This report and the materials available are an
excellent example of the success of productive interagency cooperation when the shared focus is
on the needs of the consumer. As noted previously in this study (GAO report, 2016), sometimes
the lack of collaboration may be due to misunderstandings about laws governing data sharing
across systems.
The Competitive Integrated Employment Outcomes (CIE) joint Plan for 2019–2020 and
the joint report of the participating agencies are included in full on the website of the Wisconsin
Department of Workforce Development. The report described many performance improvements
in transition services for youths with disabilities developed and run through collaborative efforts
as well as by each participating department. These efforts were focused on engagement of youths
with the concept and practice of work. There is no indication of OHC (foster) status in the
numbers reported, and no indication of tracking involvement of the OHC population in
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postsecondary training, although this last item is an element identified in the Independent Living
Transition to Discharge Plan (a DCF document separate from the CIE report and process).
Postsecondary training and education was identified as a path to potentially higher wages
as well as a path to need for fewer social supports. This is where the IRIS program may come in.
IRIS stands for Include, Respect, I-Self direct. IRIS is a self-directed Medicaid Home and
Community-Based Waiver program specific to Wisconsin. IRIS is designed for frail elders and
adults with disabilities. It is designed as an alternative to more traditional long-term care
programs. It is unknown whether youths in OHC are more or less likely to need IRIS services.
The IRIS program of DHS does include reference to assisted and Independent Living and longterm care. These elements are not part of the CIE Plan and Report document. IRIS staff and
others do meet quarterly with DWD, DVR, DHS, and DPI in relation to moving
recommendations forward for improved CIE efforts. This particular effort is reminiscent of
recommendations made by Larson and Langworthy (2015) regarding the importance of crossagency collaboration toward development of evidence-based practices. Of note in the CIE report,
communicated with partner agencies for potential opportunity, “DWD-DVR revised its referral
form to provide an opportunity for individuals to include a support person to assist them through
the DVR referral and application process” (CIE Report, 2020, p. 3). The seven-year Wisconsin
PROMISE model demonstration project of the U.S. Department of Education was noted as a
highlight. The “interagency collaboration in employment planning and services between schools,
vocational rehabilitation, and long-term care increased employment outcomes for transition age
youth receiving long term care services” (CIE Report, 2020, p. 4). The report indicated that the
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collaborative resource team approach among participating agencies and organizations led to
higher rates of employment for youths in transition (CIE Report, 2020). There is no mention of
the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, nor is there reference to child
welfare/youths from OHC in the 2020 CIE Report.
Larson and Langworthy (2015) cited the importance of collaboration across agencies as
well as between and among practitioners, researchers, and policy makers. Willingness to
participate in open discussion of systematic and situational challenges in practice-based
strategies and evidence can lead to clearer understanding on the part of practitioners, researchers,
and policy makers of how best to implement evidence-based practices. Larson and Langworthy
(2015) concluded that the importance of understanding cultural contexts of practice, whether in
local community or in agency/organization, requires active, diligent commitment to relationship
building, and maintenance across the field of players (practitioners, researchers, policy makers),
encouraging openness of communication across disciplines and hierarchies. Larson and
Langworthy (2015) also referenced the work of the National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education (updated, 2018) as a model for this effort, identifying the importance of cycles of
engagement that encourage better communication between child welfare and education agencies.
It is the understanding of the researcher that DCF, DPI, and DHS have in the past year begun
discussing collaborative actions toward meeting client/consumer needs (Provider of State
services, personal communication, April 2020). The efforts of Larson and Langworthy (2015)
are likely also applicable to other notations in this study of a 2016 GAO report critical of crossagency communication processes.
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The difference between IL systems for youths with and without disabilities seems to
center on the presence of an IEP or similar notation from the secondary school experience,
combined with assessment of needs or diagnosis describing the disabilities of the youths shared
in AFCARS case records and/or across data sharing systems between and among agencies. With
the incidence of PTSD among the youths and young adult population from OHC documented
elsewhere in this study (How to improve child protective services, 2012; Salazar et al., 2013;
Grant Me Hope, 2019), the reporting of youths and young adults with disabilities from OHC
seems to be lacking. Recognition of the issue as an actionable concern regarding county staff
working with DCF to update AFCARS files in a more timely manner is a move in the right
direction (Provider of State services, personal communication, April 2020).
Role of the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (DCF)
The DCF is responsible for the management and monitoring of the safety and well-being
of all of Wisconsin’s youths. The child welfare foster care system is part of the Division of
Safety and Permanence at DCF, which “houses adoption assistance, the Bureau of Youth
Services, the Juvenile Justice Youth Aids Program and domestic abuse prevention” (DCF, DSP,
2020). DSP’s role is in “protecting the most vulnerable, improving long-term outcomes for foster
youths and young people in the juvenile justice system at risk of moving into the adult
correctional system without appropriate intervention” (WDCF, DSP, 2020). It is the Bureau of
Youth Services that bears responsibility for the Independent Living programs and services for
youths and young adults from OHC that are run through the DCF.
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The Bureau of Youth Services (BYS) was launched in 2013 with the charge of providing
stronger, more comprehensive support for youths in transition from OHC (Provider of State
services, personal communication, April 2020). The staff involved reviewed all programs funded
by the Wisconsin Division of Safety and Permanence to assess need and provision of services.
From that review, four task areas were developed in BYS: Brighter Futures, Youth Justice,
Homeless and Runaway programs, and Independent Living.
Prior to 2016, the counties, Indigenous nations, and Department of Justice and
Corrections all served youth using Chafee Program funds. Since the rollout of the regionalized
system and contract system for Independent Living, the counties now utilize only State Children
and Family allocations to serve foster youth (Provider of State Services, personal
communication, April 27, 2020). Transition Resource Agencies (contracted) use Chafee Program
funds to provide direct services to youths aged 18 through 21 (or 23, by exception) who aged out
of care or entered court-ordered guardianship or adoption after age 16. Indigenous nations also
serve youths aged 14 through 21 with Chafee funds. The system for work with older youths
moved from a county-based system to a fully regionalized and contracted system run through
DCF Bureau of Youth Services. This contracted system rolled out in 2016 starting with two
regions, followed by three regions in 2017, and one each in 2018 and 2019 (P.C., personal
communication, April 27, 2020).
Counties are responsible for development of an IL assessment plan, securing youth
documentation (e.g., birth certificate, SS card), and establishing the Independent Living
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Transition to Discharge Plan (ILTD) with the youth no later than the youth turning 17.5 years of
age (Provider of State services, personal communication, April 27, 2020).
The ILTD Plan is a document developed to guide conversation and outcomes for
transition between either the county social services or the transition resource agency and the
youth, and “Chapter. 48.385(1), of Wisconsin. Statutes., requires the plan be developed no later
than 90 days before the child attains 18 years of age” (Provider of State services, personal
communication, April 27, 2020). DCF policy and Ongoing Standards also require engagement
with youth in completion of the ILTD:
To promote best practice, the Ongoing Standards require ILTD planning to start at age
17.5. While the documentation is not required until 90 days prior to the youth turning 18,
the plan is to be finalized with the youth at that time, so planning must begin at age 17.5.
Nothing prohibits planning from occurring prior to age 17.5—in fact, it is encouraged,
especially in cases where a youth is likely to age out of care. (Provider of State services,
personal communication, April 27, 2020)
The plan must engage the youth, be written in detail, and be personalized to the needs and
interests of the youth. Content must include “specific options for obtaining housing, health care,
education, mentoring and continuing support services, workforce support and employment
services” (Provider of State services, personal communication, April 27, 2020). Figure 5 details
the Bureau of Youth Services Model for Serving Youths in the Independent Living portion of the
Bureau program.
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Figure 5
WDCF Model for Serving Youth/Independent Living

Note. This figure is sourced from the WDCF Bureau of Youth Services, 2020
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With a vision of Youth Thriving, a Maslowian model was established at WDCF BYS
(2020) to ensure foundational elements are met for older youths in OHC with development of
connections to supportive adults. These elements are seen in the model as connections and wellbeing.
The next level engages youths in three outcome areas: education (high school diploma
and plans for postsecondary education or training), employment (at least one paid job before age
18), and housing (stable housing in OHC and/or plans to secure next housing opportunity).
The outcomes are supported by multiple Principles of Right Services offered at the Right
Time (flexible, relationship-based, accessible, accountable . . . ). The accomplishment of
engagement using principled practices results in the model Vision of Youth Thriving (WDCF,
BYS, 2020).
The Bureau of Youth Services appears to be managing the changes in their department
and aligning the services they offer with models and systemic response as recommended in
Courtney et al. (2017) and possibly in requirements set forth in the Chafee Program funding or in
NYTD Survey data requirements. Their goal of improving service delivery seems to be
attainable.
The Bureau of Youth Services document summarizing the content and process of IL
services for Wisconsin is available on the website. This document will serve as the guide to the
collection of data, further exploration, and discovery of meaning young adults who formerly
lived in OHC assign regarding their experiences with Independent Living.
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Related Laws and Reports
The federal and state laws that frame public policy in this area of study are many. There
is a great deal of complexity in the array of laws, policies, and procedures presented as
background for this study. The nature of the clientele—some of the most vulnerable of our
citizens—requires detailed attention to how they are to be served in the child welfare systems. A
few of the laws and related public policy are shared here to aid in framing the breadth of reach of
the Independent Living services provided for youths and young adults with and without
disabilities in Wisconsin. Wisconsin statutes, administrative code rules, and memos are also
explained in this section.
A common theme across the programs and services addresses funding rationale. Some
programs and services are funded through the federal and state government with tax dollars.
From the time a youth enters OHC and activity within the child welfare system through a court
order, they are deemed a ward of the state. Ongoing Service Standards for child safety provide
the structure and policy to remove a child from a home setting on a temporary or permanent
basis by court order (WDCF, 2020). The state—and the federal government—become the
corporate parent, responsible for funding the needs of and services provided to a youth who is
now deemed a ward of the state Courtney, et al., 2009). Courtney briefly discusses the role of the
corporate parent in material presented elsewhere in this study (2009).
A useful guide to citations for current Federal laws supporting youth in foster care
transitioning to adulthood was produced by the American Bar Association with sponsorship from
the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2019). This single-page document provides a summary of the
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laws along with citations. Topics cover “Youth Engagement in Case Planning and Court
Hearings, Transition Planning, Required Documents, Another Planned Permanent Living
Arrangement (APPLA), and Age-Appropriate Activities” (American Bar Association Center on
Children and the Law, 2019).
The section on Transition Planning includes citations regarding elements of the Social
Security Act as it relates to the youth population, the John H. Chafee Act, and Medicaid. Specific
laws and related policy are noted below.
Adoption and Safe Families Act, 1997
The federal Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) was established in 1997 to prevent
children from staying in foster care for extended periods of time without being released to
parent(s) or adopted in a timely manner. ASFA noted specific time limits for when agencies must
decide permanence goals: “if a child has been in out-of-home care for 15 of the last 22 months,
the agency must take actions to terminate the rights of the child’s parents and find an alternate
permanent placement for the child” (Foster Parent Handbook Appendix, 2019, p. 3). Exceptions
on a case-by-case basis include recognition of parent-child connection and willingness to give
separation more time if the parent cannot provide safe care (ASFA, Children and Family
Services Review Information portal, 2019; State of Wisconsin Foster Parent Handbook, 2019).
The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Act, 1999
With increasing youth self-sufficiency as a goal for those aging out of care, 1999 was a
landmark year for Independent Living services to foster youth. In 1999, the John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Act provided funding to states in support of structured additional
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services to educate youth toward adult development. As noted previously, standards of service
and public policy established by law include Section 477, Title IV-E of the Social Security Act,
John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Act, 1999 (Chafee Program).
The Chafee Program offered additional direction to the need for independent living
programs using defined measures and outcomes. Chafee also became identified as an option to
permanency (placement of a youth from OHC either in reunification with family or in adoption
with a new family). With OHC and adoptions decreasing as youths age, it seems the intent was
to recognize the challenges in placing older youth for adoption, and to include emphasis on
development of skills necessary to survive as an independent adult (Beatty, 2014). The Child
Welfare Policy Manual, section 3, indicates balance of payment for Chafee Programs at 80%
federal responsibility and 20% state responsibility. As noted above, both federal and state law
and policy create a dual corporate parent role where the youth is concerned. The Educational
Training Voucher (ETV) funds go to toward higher education and are viewed as a young adult’s
taxable income. Chafee Program funds may be used to support obtaining a GED certificate or
other service (Children’s Bureau, 2017). This is yet another topic to discuss with youth during
independent living training and education efforts.
Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act, 2008
The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 places
emphasis on the importance of kin care, involving relatives for the purposes of maintaining
family connection and possibly for placement (DCF, 2019). If a youth or young adult can spend
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time in OHC with family, there may be a greater likelihood of reunification with parent or
parents.
The National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD), 2008
The NYTD made its way through legislation that was drafted into legislation in 2000–
2001 but was not enacted until 2008. The continued delays were due to extensions and
challenges in the regulatory process that stalled the implementation of the program (Beatty,
2014). It is believed by practitioners to have also disrupted the efficiency and effectiveness of
both data collection needs and service to foster youth (Beatty, 2014). The NYTD collects
information about youth in OHC and those who are aging out of care. Chafee Programs, also
known as Public Law 106-169, required the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) of
the Children’s Bureau to develop a system for collection of data, finally effective in 2008 (ACF
Child Welfare Policy Manual, 2017).
NYTD picks up where the AFCARS leaves off. AFCARS is the national case record data
collection system housed with the U.S. DHHS ACF. The defined data elements and requirements
are to be met by the states. Data collected includes demographics of child and parent(s) or
adoptive parents, number of removal incidents the child has experienced, number of placements,
and the current placement information (ACF, AFCARS, 2020). States and Indigenous nations
receiving Title IV-E support from the federal government submit AFCARS reports every six
months. Wisconsin uses a contract with Transition Resource Agencies (TRA), whose staff are to
meet with the individual youth/young adult to discuss and complete the NYTD survey. (DCF,
National Youth in Transition Database Partner Information, 2021). There is a requirement for
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the TRA staff to meet annually with the youth about their Independent Living plan progress. The
NYTD survey is completed twice annually. An Independent Living Transition to Discharge plan
needs to be in active process by age 16, with cross-agency coordination expected, according to
the Child Welfare Policy Manual (ACF, Children’s Bureau Sec 3.2, 2017). It is likely some of
the NYTD data is collected and confirmed at that time. The structure of NYTD provides
opportunity to continue collecting case-related data from young adults every six months at ages
17, 19, and 21 (if the youth/young adult is still in the system and/or able to be reached). If youth
opt out of or decline participation, they are excluded from other versions of the survey (Provider
of individual services, personal communication, March, 2021).
The Affordable Care Act, 2010
The year 2010 brought the Affordable Care Act to the nation, with an enhancement to the
Medicaid structure allowing youths with OHC experience to remain on Medicaid up to age 26, to
be decided by each state (Beatty, 2014). Extending healthcare to this fragile population was a
welcome addition to services available in some states. Services were refused in other states, but
the law was fully enacted in 2014. A 2012 ruling by the United States Supreme Court made the
Medicaid expansion voluntary for states (Blake, 2012; National Federation of Independent
Business v. Sebelius, 567, U. S. 519, 2012).
Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act of 2014
The Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act of 2014 revise the Title
IV-E foster care program. A Reasonable and Prudent Parent Standard (RPPS) for out-of-home
care providers was set with this legislation (DCF, appendix to Foster Parent guide, 2019, pp. 4–
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5). Foster parents are required to provide “normalcy,” meaning to provide opportunities for
youth development that promote the best welfare of the youth. This could mean provision of
access to after-school activities, time spent volunteering, or just time with friends. The intent is
to foster growth, not confine growth. “Participation in age and developmentally appropriate
activities” is part of growing up (DCF appendix, Foster Parent guide, 2019, p. 5). The range of
behavior allowed in an out-of-home care setting varies, depending upon the individual needs of
youths housed in OHC as well as capacity of foster parents to meet a youth’s needs and the
defined standards. Other elements of the Act include limitation of some permanency goals based
on age and issues of successor guardianship (determination of who will step in if the permanent
guardian cannot fulfill duties). Notification of relatives and updates regarding a child missing
from OHC are also included (DCF, appendix to Foster Parent guide, 2019).
A significant change regarding Independent Living services included reducing the age for
independent living services for youths in OHC from 15 to 14 years of age (DCF, appendix to
Foster Parent guide, 2019). Youths in OHC work with county Human Services staff (or
Indigenous nation staff) in the mid-teen years. This change gave more opportunity to steer
youths in structured ways and topics toward preparation for adulthood.
The Administration for Children and Families issued a program instruction in March
2021 regarding allowance of “temporary flexibilities” for Kinship Navigator programs to be
allowed to apply for funding available through Title IV-E agencies under the purview of ACF
(USDHHS, ACF, ACYF-CB-PI-21-05 March 9, 2021). Matching funds and ability to meet
evidential practice standards are not currently required in this effort designed to address unmet
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needs complicated further by the COVID pandemic (USDHHS, ACF, ACYF-CB-PI-21-05
March 9, 2021)
Workforce Innovations Opportunity Act, WIOA, 2014
Passed in 2014 and fully implemented in 2016, the WIOA includes a special emphasis on
transition to the workforce for students and youths with disabilities, including foster youth.
Fifteen percent of the state’s annual Vocational Rehabilitation budget must be spent on the
required and authorized Pre-Employment Transition Services for students and youths, 14 to 24
years of age. WINTAC, the Workforce Innovation Technical Assistance Center, has primary
responsibility for aiding states in the implementation of required Pre-Employment Transition
Services for this population. Required services include readiness training to develop social skills
and independent living in preparation for entry to the workforce. Job exploration, work-based
learning, counseling, and instruction in self-advocacy are also included (Employment and
Training Administration, 2020). Other resources, given available funding, include further
enhanced transition via Independent Living, development of further transition programming, and
staff training to support movement toward competitive integrated employment for all
participants. The Wisconsin DWD CIE Report, presented earlier in this study in discussion of
Independent Living, covers the interdepartmental collaborative efforts in Wisconsin toward
Competitive Integrated Employment (Employment and Training Administration, 2020). Youths
from OHC are not mentioned specifically in the report, nor is the Wisconsin Department of
Children and Families.
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Every Student Succeeds Act ESSA, 2015
The Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) was a bipartisan measure, following up on the No
Child Left Behind Act (2002), and intended to “reauthorize the 50-year-old Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA, a civil rights law signed in 1965), the nation’s national
education law and longstanding commitment to equal opportunity for all students” (Every
Student Succeeds Act, 20 U.S.C. § 6301, 2020). The goal was for all students to be prepared for
postsecondary training and education and beyond, particularly for disadvantaged and high-need
students.
Other Supportive Legislation and Related Reports
Related reports, listed chronologically, offer support and sometimes enhancements of
prior legislation designed as infrastructure to frame additional services, provided by the
corporate parent of youths and young adults in OHC, also referred to as the federal or state
government (Courtney, 2009).
GAO Report: Actions Needed, 2016
The Government Accountability Office published a report entitled “Actions Needed to
Improve Access to Federal Financial Assistance for Homeless and Foster Youth” (GAO 16-343),
in which they cited the need for greater clarity of information provided to foster youth about
educational opportunities (2016, p.2). The report cited “burdensome program rules” as deterrents
to youths access to higher education (GAO, 2016, p.30). The report requested the Departments of
Education and Health and Human Services to collaborate in cleaning up apparent misconceptions
and missed communication opportunities by simplifying the rules originally designed to aid
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youths in OHC and homeless youths in attending institutions of higher education or other
training. DHHS accepted the recommendation (GAO, 2016, pp. 46-47). The Department of
Education was already in development on a new publication that was launched in the same year,
the Foster Youth Transition Tool Kit (2016). The Tool Kit (2016) offered a simplification of
information directed to the youths from OHC audience. This Tool Kit may have been developed
in response to federal requirements for educational agencies to track outreach to students and
youths from OHC. From reviewing the report, the GAO (2016) recommendation/issue could be
one of territorial ownership by vested organizations, entrenched in their own systems. It could
also be due to lack of clarity of ownership of federal and/or state regulations (Larson &
Langworthy, 2015). It is unknown how the communication may have resolved, but the Foster
Youth Transition Tool Kit (2016) was published and is still available with updates.
Youth Transitioning from Foster Care: Background and Federal Programs, 2018
This is a report of the Congressional Research Service (2018). It provided a useful
summary of the Chafee Program as well as history of other federal supports for youth aging out
of foster care. Questions about foster youth issues, eligibility and services are addressed here
from a federal perspective. This background information is provided to members of Congress
and their staff as well as to the public as a potential one-stop shop for information pertinent to
federal programs.
The Federal Laws and resources presented above are those that most closely shape the IL
experience of youths and young adults from OHC. While there are many laws and public policies
guiding and structuring child welfare programs, these are aligned directly with the purpose of
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this study. The Children’s Bureau provides guidance on their website regarding implementation
of all Federal law and policy regarding youths in OHC, as well as providing structure required
for reporting data about implementation of said policies. This information is found at the
Transition to Adulthood and Independent Living Child Welfare Information Gateway
(Children’s Bureau, 2017). The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) sponsors the
technical assistance centers that have held responsibility for advancing both research, program
development and policy implementation regarding services to youth and young adults with
disabilities in preparation to enter the workforce. These centers include the WINTAC (mentioned
previously), NTACT (National Technical Assistance Center on Transition), and Y-TAC (Youth
Technical Assistance Center) (Rehabilitation Services Administration, 2020).
Wisconsin State Statutes, Policies, and Directives
Wisconsin Statutes
State statutes are enacted by the legislature, establishing the statutes as law. The statutes
serve to guide and direct the development of public policy responsive to the law. The primary
state statute involved with out-of-home care is Wisconsin Statute Chapter 48, known as the
Children’s Code (2017). The Children’s Code sections applicable to this study include
Subchapter XIII Child Welfare Agencies (in counties under 750,000 population), Subchapter XIV
Foster Homes, and Subchapter XVII General Provisions of Records (including Confidentiality).
Wisconsin Policy and Procedural Directives
The policy documents guiding transition programs are found in Wisconsin Department of
Children and Families Division of Safety and Permanence Ongoing Services Standards (2017).
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This document aligns with Chapter 48 of Wisconsin Statutes, describing the procedures to be
followed as well as providing guidance for best practices in safety and care of youths.
Administrative Code specifies further the detail of the Statutes, and the ensuing policy
documents define the services and provisions of care for each department of state administration.
Manuals, handbooks, and brochures make the language of administration more user friendly for
the consumer, whether the person is a foster youth, parent, foster parent, or other interested party.
The Department of Health Services Administrative Code is referenced in DCF Ongoing
Services Standards where the definitions of community mental health and disability are covered,
as well as about special needs housing that may include OHC (2020, Ch 61).
The Foster Parents Handbook includes information on how to aid a youth in OHC to
develop independent living skills and identifies the foster parent as the person who should work
closely with youths aging out of care in development of transitional skills and behaviors (2008).
Wisconsin Administrative Rules
Administrative rules (such as the foster care licensing rule, Wisconsin Foster Statute,
2020) must be submitted to a committee of the Wisconsin State Legislature for approval. Most
often there are statutory requirements that direct the WDCF to create administrative rules, but the
Department also has the broad authority to create rules that implement requirements of Ch. 48.
For example, DCF Administrative code for Re-entry into Out-of-Home-Care for Youth 18 years
of Age or Over, but Under 21 Years of Age exists for youth who have decided to leave OHC and
then choose to re-enter OHC as a means for further support (until a high school diploma or
equivalent can be earned, or if the youth has an active IEP). There is a limit of two tries at re-
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entry for a youth, although an appeal may be made (Wisconsin re-entry statute, Chapter DCF 21,
No. 747 (2018).
Numbered memos. These are policies written by the Division of Safety and Permanence
(DSP) within the DCF to establish requirements for child welfare agencies. Numbered memos
often explain federal laws and regulations, state laws, and administrative rules, such as
explaining exceptions to requirements in an administrative rule. Agencies must follow
instructions or interpretation. An example is a 2018 memo from WDCF indicating the plan to
launch Independent Living services for older teens as contracted services no longer under the
auspices of the counties.
The Division of Vocational Rehabilitation of the Department of Workforce Development,
along with DHS and DCF, has an Interagency Agreement to aid youths with disabilities as they
exit secondary education (2015). The Document is titled Transition Action Guide for Post-school
Planning (TAG). It includes information for the consumer about services, actions, timelines, and
processes included in aiding transition-aged youths in moving toward adulthood. Youths from
OHC with disability are eligible for these services. The TAG describes the team members
available to aid youths with disability and their family and/or care provider guardian in this
transition. Team membership includes a contact at the school, a contact in long-term care and
mental health, and a contact in Vocational Rehabilitation for assistance in job preparation and
assistance in work with family or care provider guardian and in the community (TAG, 2015).
The Wisconsin Department of Health Services’ definitions of disability are found in DHS
Administrative rules 61 (2017). The overlapping nature of Independent Living services available
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for youth from OHC with and without disabilities as they age out of care requires crossdepartment collaboration. The DCF, the Department of Public Instruction, DHS, and
DWD/Division of Vocational Rehabilitation are moving in the direction of greater collaboration
to better serve consumers and citizens of Wisconsin as has been the case with the Wisconsin
PROMISE model demonstration grant led by DVR for the past seven years (mentioned
previously regarding the CIE Report).
Public Administration Theory
This section provides a brief review of Public Administration theories applicable to the
topic of IL services. As noted previously, reference to Public Administration theory is not often
evident in the review of literature about Independent Living experiences of older youths and
young adults in OHC. This overview will also be used to guide later recommendations for
continued use of theory in guiding policy development.
Importance of Policy Design
Mintrom and Luetjens called out the role of policy designers as a key component in
delivery of services (2017). Whether through contracted services or direct service via public
agency, they noted that the role of policy designers is somewhat elite, frequently housed at a
distance from those persons engaged in actual service. They cited Kingdon’s (2011) idea of
policy “lost in the churn” (thought of in this writing as lost in the washing machine). In this
instance, the role of government is to do the dirty work in response to human need as well as
recognize the inability to simplify public policy across politics and the constant need for
compromise. This particular scenario brings to mind again the GAO report mentioned earlier
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about the miscommunication across departments. Taking a positive view, this process describes
the successful TAG Interagency Agreement between several key departments in Wisconsin
governance (2015), as well as the CIE collaborative agency report (2020). Mintrom and Luetjens
(2017) further cited Howlett and Rayner (2007) in discussion of the difference in interpretation
of policy between policy designers and public managers. Meier and O’Toole (2001) described
the lack of awareness of context on the part of policy designers (in relation to actions of public
managers and needs of constituents being served).
Across the friendly competitor relationship between New Public Management (NPM) and
New Public Service (NPS), the mutually incompatible ground is in themes of “Creating Public
Value” identified by Moore (1995) in Mintrom and Luetjens (2017). These challenges are more
frequently referenced in NPM than in NPS literature. Moore’s work supports the market value,
consumerism, and political desire inherent in NPM. What does the citizen get for return on the
tax dollar? Moore said they get public sector production, a manufacturing and business model
approach. How do public organizations manage in lean ways to enhance efficiency and control?
Moore answered his own question by identifying the need for proper order—a well-ordered
society. The question arises, then, who in the government will be assigned to monitor the work
of the work supporting market value? Where does the buck stop (so to speak—and not with
Harry Truman)? It always stops with the owner of the responsibility.
An issue at the core of this study of the meaning-making of Independent Living is the
need to engage youths and young adults in positive, forward movement toward behaviors
associated with adulthood. This process is not always (perhaps rarely?) found in proper order. In
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fact, it can sometimes be rather messy, fraught with confusion and multiple socio-emotional
responses. Mintrom and Leutjens (2017) cited Moore (1995, 2013), emphasizing the key parts of
public management: services delivery, fulfilling social goals, and upholding trust with validity.
In Mintrom and Luetjens, the key to success lay in the collaborations between policy designers
and public managers as well as with others whose aim is policy development and implementation
(2017). The emphasis on collaboration seems to tie more closely to NPS than to NPM, although
establishing trust with youths and young adults and being recognized by them as a legitimate
resource are certainly and perhaps more importantly at the core of the work done with IL
services.
In this study, the pendulum swung away from NPM. New Public Service is more closely
aligned with behaviors of inclusivity and engagement needed in effective, efficient work with
youths and young adults within their available support systems. The common value between
NPS and NPM in this study may be the potential for savings in public assistance dollars once a
youth or young adult from OHC has succeeded in the Independent Living process, attained
appropriate training and/or degree in postsecondary education, obtained gainful employment,
and in some cases, perhaps broken a generational cycle of poverty (Courtney, 2009; Jim Casey
Youth Opportunities Initiatives, 2013; Packard, 2008).
Denhardt and Denhardt (2007, 2015) narrowed the lessons from their earlier publication
and added descriptions of work-related issues that aid in the reader’s ability to apply theory to
practice. For this project, a rubric, provided as a visual tool, has been developed to aid in
charting responses from project participants. The rubric is found in Chapter Three.
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New Public Service Theory
Denhardt and Denhardt (2000) articulated the shift in focus from management to
leadership in the delivery of New Public Service theory. Their premise was more a practice of
values and meaning making in relation to community needs than to theory. New Public Service
supposes “seven principles . . . most notably that the primary role of the public servant is to help
citizens articulate and meet their shared interests rather than to attempt to control or steer
society” (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000, p. 217).
New Public Service Theory is reminiscent of Robert Greenleaf’s (1970) Servant
Leadership theory. Explained briefly, Servant Leadership is the ability of the leader to serve the
community member’s every need without the community member becoming aware of having
been led or served (Greenleaf, 1970). In one sense, the Servant Leader is the guide ensuring safe
passage for the traveler. In an administrative sense, the Servant Leader balances the letter and
spirit of public policy against the shifting needs of the community member, finding ways to
creatively (legally) respond to the needs of the community with evidence-based and promising
practices that inform shifts in public policy (Greenleaf, 1970).
Denhardt and Denhardt (2007) went on to explain their belief: “In other words, with
citizens at the forefront, the emphasis should not be placed on either steering or rowing the
governmental boat, but rather on building public institutions marked by integrity and
responsiveness” (p. 549). The Denhardts’ (2007) book identified Postmodernism as a theoretical
root of New Public Service, calling out values and meaning making as equally if not more
important than factual, scientific understanding of human action. They drew contrasts between
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old public administration, new public management, and new public service, with language that
called out the persons served as clients, customers, and citizens respectively. The Postmodernist,
New Public Service approach is seen (minimally) in Vocational Rehabilitation’s use of the word
consumer to define persons served, and the DCF use of citizen and agency advisory groups
(Youth Advisory Council) for review of public policy and practice. The collaborations required
to align funding with practice from federal to state agencies and then to contractors, local
agencies, and community members as recipients of services requires communication “based on
open discourse among all parties, including citizens and administrators” (Dehardt & Denhardt,
2007, p. 40). The Denhardts (2007) sought agreement that deeper public dialogue is required in
order to ignite some enthusiasm and energy within the public bureaucracy. Examples of the
public dialogue process for this study include the activities of the Wisconsin Youth Advisory
Council, launched at WDCF in 2005. The Council was established to ensure a place at the
decision-making table for the youth about whom the decisions are made (DCF, Youth Advisory
Council, 2021). Disability Rights and related organizations such as the National Council on
Independent Living are strong advocacy groups welcomed at the administrative and policy table
(National Council on Independent Living, 2021).
Denhardt and Denhardt (2007) defined seven lessons for public administration that can be
derived from New Public Service: “Serve Citizens, Not Customers; Seek the Public Interest;
Value Citizenship and Entrepreneurship; Think strategically, Act democratically; Recognize that
accountability isn’t simple; Serve Rather than Steer; Value people, not just productivity” (pp.
42–43). These lessons are framework for this study’s examination of service implementation to
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youths and young adults from OHC, with and without disabilities, who have been consumers of
IL services.
The Denhardts’ publication, New Public Service: Revisited, (2007, 2015) narrowed the
lessons from the earlier publication and added descriptions of workplace issues in public
administration that aid in the reader’s ability to apply theory to practice. For example, a notation
about the propensity to present a completed survey as evidence of citizen engagement (e.g.,
NYTD survey completed by youths and young adults) brings to mind New Public Service.
Denhardt and Denhardt referred to the deeper levels of community engagement found through
dialogue that work to build trust and capacity in a community, “where public participation is
about more than filling out a survey” (2015, p. 666). Other examples included agencies of
government willing to go to neighborhood meetings to discuss upcoming traffic changes
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015). The workplace is where the issues are, not always in the office or
on the laptop screen. If we want to obtain more survey results, is there a better way to reach and
engage the public? Denhardt and Denhardt went on to state the importance of public managers
implementing new or renewed systems of public contact, beyond the New Public Management
market focus. Placing more emphasis on community voice as a key aspect of democratic
governance may open the administration of a community to “(1) use approaches that are more
intensive and (2) be more responsive to what citizens say. Research suggests that their doing so
will likely have positive effects on decision making, citizenship, and governance” (Denhardt &
Denhardt, 2015, p. 666). At a time when public dialogue about community issues are rampant
with reference to public health and social justice concerns, it seems New Public Service may be a
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best fit for bringing the voices of many to the fore in the mode of “nothing about us without us”
(Charlton, 2000). This theme fits well with the desire of populations to be engaged at the table
where policy and procedure is determined.
The framing of this project under the umbrella of New Public Service is apt. New Public
Service emphasizes the role of the individual in community with others, engaging in providing a
balanced range of services across the dimensions of bureaucracy, efficiency, equity,
responsiveness, and accountability (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015). The attachment of New Public
Service theory in Public Administration to the exploration of youth experience in making
meaning of IL services was a secondary focus of the study. In this study, youths were expected
to comment on their perception of the IL coordinator and/or IL service providers, or of other
trusted adults who provided support for their skill development. Topics such as helpfulness,
intent to provide accurate information, and professionalism may be shared. The potential for
these types of responses relate to the Denhardt and Denhardt (2015) citation of Perry (1996) and
Perry et al. (2010) regarding four dimensions of motivation to work in the field of public service:
(1) attraction to policy making, (2) commitment to the public interest, (3) compassion, and (4)
self-sacrifice (p. 667).
Street-Level Bureaucracy
While the works of Denhardt and Denhardt seemed most appropriate to the framing of
this study, the pragmatics of Lipsky’s Street Level Bureaucracy was appealing to recommend for
certain departments found within the public administration structures of counties and states.
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Lipsky (2010) offered a different view on meeting the user of services where they are. As
the jacket cover of the book describes, Lipsky’s 30th anniversary edition (2010), revised from
earlier text, was “a cautionary tale of how decisions made by overburdened workers translate
into ad-hoc policy adaptations that impact peoples' lives and life opportunities.” There may be
some flexibility in meeting the needs of community and not straying far from agency goals or
directives. This element is reminiscent of Denhardt and Denhardt’s (2007) themes of “Serve
Rather than Steer; Value people, not just productivity” (pp. 42–43). While Denhardt and
Denhardt contrasted New Public Service to New Public Management, Lipsky turned the focus
specifically to those public service roles where face-to-face interaction with citizens across
communities will conflict with the language of public policy. Lipsky described the interactions
as follows: “citizen encounters with street-level bureaucracies are not straightforward; instead,
they involved complex interactions with public workers that may deeply affect the benefits and
sanctions they (citizens) receive” (2010, p.xi). Lipsky addressed the role of discretion in these
jobs as well as the structural similarities and needs of jobs held by front-line personnel in public
administration (2010, pp. xi–xii). In describing the term “street level bureaucrat,” there is
assumption of “discretion in exercise of authority,” done in less than ideal, perhaps overly
structured work conditions (Lipsky, 2010, p. xvii). Over the years, the researcher of this study
has worked in entry and mid-level public-facing roles in public higher education, with frequent
access to persons in public administration roles within a community. The first impression of
Lipsky’s work was this: he gets it. The nature of the work of public service employees
immediately brings to mind persons who are overworked, underpaid, and who work tirelessly to
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meet the needs of client/consumers of services. There is also a point where the workload is
overbearing, and any relief is good relief, even if it means clients are not participating in the
process and there is a lull that allows time to catch up on work with others or paperwork
(Provider of individual services, personal communication, March, 2021).
Comments made by youths and young adults about the staff assigned to their cases may
be framed considering the perceived motivation of staff to work in public service. While the
process of moving youths and young adults from OHC into engagement in planning their own
futures is a state and federal mandate, and therefore not true community engagement as Denhardt
and Denhardt (2015) describe, the mandated process delivered by motivated public employees
and contractors can aid youths in development of skills and characteristics needed to become
independent adults (when the young adult is available or willing to participate). Lipsky might
describe it as a situation in which a non-voluntary client chooses not to engage. The service
provider just moves on to the next client (Lipsky, 2010, pp. 54–55).
Lipsky (2010) closed the summary of the role of street-level bureaucrats with a reminder
that the relationships are “established in single encounters or over time, between citizens and
those whose job it is to render services, provide support or make judgements about how citizens
fit the laws and practices of public agencies” (p. 237). The challenges are frequently found in the
balance of respect for citizen with drive for equity and efficiency in service (Lipsky, 2010, p.
237). Regarding the current study, of note here, none of the study participants identified case
worker, IL coordinator, or human services agency personnel with whom they had met as youth
as part of public administration discussed in each interview. The researcher deliberately held
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back on providing definition, presenting the questions in reference to people who work for the
county government or at city hall. It is challenging to determine if there was an invisibility factor
in study participants’ lack of identifying their case workers as public administration employees,
or if it was lack of familiarity with the structures of public administration.
Across the mix of law, public policy, theory, and the plethora of research studies calling
for more research into the needs and process of youths in transition, Berzin et al. (2014)
narrowed the problem to a manageable observation, citing Avery (2010) in questioning whether
the goal of IL really should be independence. If independence is not the goal, the shift may be to
interdependence—establishing relationship with others, building trust. Youth sentiments in the
Berzin et al. study complemented their findings that the current policy and practice lens has led
young people to identify adulthood as independence, and independence as not needing help. This
conceptualization misses the critical connections—the relationships—that are imperative for
success, as Berzin et al. (2014) noted from Baker (2000), Arnett and Tanner (2006), and Howard
and Berzin (2011). The statement supports the drive for youth taking time in learning
interdependence within a community of supporters. It also supports common themes presented
earlier in this study. Berzin et al. (2014) continued the discussion of unclear policy and practice
implications, but with a need to construct systems in promotion of developing skills of
interdependence to carry on through life. The model developed at the DCF Bureau of Youth
Services to guide IL and transition services seems to similarly recognize the need for young
adults to learn more than survival skills prior to exiting care.
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Summary
This overview of selected studies and evaluations, most published within the past twenty
years, presented data from researchers striving to narrate themes derived from the lived
experiences of youths and young adults with and without disabilities, who were in the process of
leaving care. The general impressions left after this review are as follows:
1. Without appropriate support, youths and young adults from OHC experience are at risk
for a range of social ills that befall people who are in a vulnerable population.
2. Research and evaluation are feeding the development of statutes, public policies, and
programs to intervene, providing more and better services designed to aid youths in these
years of transition to adulthood. Attention has been more recently drawn to the need for
balancing interpersonal skills and socio-emotional skills in a drive toward
interdependence, against other personal management skills such as personal financial
management.
3. Youths and young adult voices are critical to the progress and development of supports
and services, particularly as researchers are looking to the needs of the next generation of
evaluation of large policy-driven programs serving youths and young adults from OHC
experience.
In the review of literature for this study, in nearly every step of this study, the researcher
would frequently stop and think about what all the literature actually means. The laws, policies
and research components involved are beyond complex. This chapter is merely a snapshot of an
immense grouping of data and analysis. What is it that youths experience? Thinking about
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personal experience in a safe, relatively sound family, the challenge of bracketing became more
apparent. There have been recurring questions, wondering what it would be like to be in the
shoes of youths and young adults from OHC experience. What have they have experienced, as
children or teens, being forced to leave home (or wanting to) due to disruption of family, or due
to abuse, not knowing the people where they were assigned to live, not sure when or if there will
be a return home, not knowledgeable of skills needed to survive as a soon-to-be adult, not
wanting friends or classmates or teachers to know, being embarrassed by the circumstances,
being fearful, not knowing who to trust, possibly not old enough to get a job and likely not
skilled enough to get and hold a job? Who is there to turn to? Are there extended family to talk
to? If, as a youth in this transition from custodial parent to someone new, I am not on my best
behavior, will I be kicked out of the OHC situation? Will I be arrested? And what if I decide just
to walk away from OHC?
It is for these and other reasons that Independent Living services and topics, including
extensions of OHC placements through age 21, have become policy and program strategies.
These were the reasons to continue listening carefully to youths and young adult experiences.
This was the rationale for selection of a qualitative methodology over other options. The
listening and discovery, no matter how limited in scope this study might be, may aid in keeping
the knowledge base ahead of the changes in culture and public policy soon to follow.
Chapter Three will explain the methodology selected for the phenomenological study of
Independent Living, and the methods used to collect and manage the data. Validity, ethical
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHOD
The purpose of the research was to determine the phenomenology of Independent Living.
Questions raised included how the Independent Living (IL) services and/or topics were
experienced by young adults with and without disabilities who lived in out-of-home care (OHC).
Further, what did the experience do to aid in making meaning in their lives during and after
transition to adulthood? The methodology of phenomenology was selected by the researcher. It
was clear to the researcher the numbers of participants needed to run a quantitative study would
not be available in other than secondary data. The researcher preference was to use a model that
would bring forward the voices of the persons most impacted by IL—the young adults who come
from OHC experience—because “phenomenology is a philosophical approach to the study of
experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 11).
Methodology Overview
Using phenomenology as methodology offered opportunity for a brief overview of
hermeneutics as a methodology of interpretation, and of the work of Husserl (and Heidegger) in
examination of experience “in the way it occurs, and in its own terms” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 12).
Hermeneutical phenomenology is concerned with “interpreting the texts of life . . . as a dynamic
interplay among six research activities” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 77). These activities are
explained later in the dissertation. Moustakas, a leader in this type of study, chose to further
focus the area in Husserl’s thoughts on epoche, also known as bracketing (Creswell & Poth,
2018, p. 78). The encouragement is for the researcher to examine and set aside personal
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background to interpret more clearly the experiences being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
78). This aspect requires the researcher to transcend their own issues and as such identifies
phenomenology as transcendental or psychological in nature (Cresswell & Poth, 2018, p. 78).
Heidegger’s contribution to the process was in the emphasis on intersubjectivity
(Heidegger, (1962, 1927) as cited in Smith et al., 2009). The manner in which we relate to the
world (“shared, overlapping, relational”) is aligned with where the individual is in a particular
timeframe or lived situation (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 16–17).
In the aim to reach the core understanding of something, Husserl (1927) encouraged a
reflexive move, which could be read as reflective move, emphasizing reflections of one’s
perceptions of what is being explored (as cited in Smith, et al., 2009, p.12). This is a conscious
process, termed intentionality (Smith et al., 2009, p. 13). Consciousness is always of something:
the phenomenology of, the intentional focus or consciousness of, or in this case, the experience of
the Independent Living services and topics for young adults formerly in out-of-home care
(Smith, et al., 2009, p. 13). In Husserl’s language, the process begins with the bracketing of the
researcher’s experience, and then proceeds through a series of reductions of data collected to
eventually find the essence of the topic being explored, based on the lived experiences of study
participants as told through their unique experiences, in their voices. The desire is to find at the
end perhaps something in common—interpreted by the researcher as the essence of Independent
Living as told from the experiential framework of study participants (Smith, et al., 2009, pp. 14–
15). The researcher’s approach included interpreting for those shared, overlapping, and relational
elements of Heidegger, as well as for those reflexive/reflective elements noted by Husserl. The
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emphasis in this study was on the lived experience of study participants, as “Husserl saw science
as a second-order knowledge system, which depends ultimately upon first-order personal
experience” (Smith, et al., 2009, p.15).
Method
The method is the description of the various pathways to collection of data. For this
study, structured data collection procedures followed a model of Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis. Data collection procedures included individual interviews and a focus group with
young adults who had a formal or informal IL experience. Less structured but still necessary
processes involved review of documents, materials, and resources developed by the DCF for use
in training contractors and county or Indigenous nation human services staff who work with
youths and young adults from OHC. Reports available from the NYTD were reviewed for
relationship to participant-reported experience. Alignment of a theory of public administration
with the experience of study participants was also explored.
A Phenomenological Study
This project was a Phenomenological study with a goal of identifying common themes in
relation to the IL experience of young adults who had been in OHC and who were currently
enrolled at or had recently graduated from a mid-sized university. The manner by which young
adults made meaning of IL, as shared across individual interviews with participants and as
discussed among focus group participants, was explored. Data collected identified the meaning
made of the IL process as experienced by young adults who had formerly lived in OHC.
Commonalities of experience as well as successes in the IL services process were identified.
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Statistics Solutions (2021) services and resource materials were used in development of this
chapter. Statistics Solutions is an organization dedicated to aiding graduate students and
researchers in developing reports, academic papers and dissertations, and in presenting research
for publication (2021). Hamline University provides access to Statistics Solutions for its
students.
A fully comprehensive phenomenological approach to the study, of necessity, included
implementation of the Modified Van Kaam approach. This approach is an extension of the work
of Moustakas (1994). Moustakas (1994) identified Van Kaam as the individual who
“operationalized empirical phenomenological research in psychology (p.12). Moustakas (1994)
described the process as being able to “derive general or universal descriptions” from a process
of data reduction (p. 13). “The aim is to determine what an experience means for the persons
who have had the experience and are able to provide a comprehensive description of it”
(Moustakas, 1994, p.13).
VanKaam (1959) originally described the experience of asking study participants to
identify the concept of “really feeling understood” (p.67). In the VanKaam study, Demographics
were collected, but not the names of 365 young persons from high school and college who were
asked to recall situations in which they felt understood, describe the feeling or feelings in the
moment of the experience, and to do so as completely as possible (VanKaam, 1959, p.67).
VanKaam (1959) described six steps or “operations” implemented to analyze the data ( p.67).
The steps are noted in the figure below. The operational steps are based on Phenomenal Analysis
of data “as presented by the subject, and every expression must be listed”(VanKaam, 1959, p.68)
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Figure 6
VanKaam’s Operational Steps

1, 2.

3, 4.

5.

6.

•Listing and rough preliminary grouping
•“faithful to things as they appear”

•Reduction and elimination
•Identification of moments in experience to abstract and label, reduction of verbiage

•Tentative identification of descriptive elements/clustering
•Identification of common moments and expressons

•Final identification of descriptive constituents by application
•Inclusion of explicit expressions, inclusion of explicit and implicit comments from
majority of study participants

Note. Source: VanKaam, 1959, p. 68.

In VanKaam’s (1959) study, certain perceptions and feelings were identified by the
majority of the participants regarding the experience of “Really Feeling Understood” (p.69). In
the process of comparing Phenomenal Analysis to other approaches, VanKaam (1959) indicates
“Phenomenal analysis will give a descriptive definition of certain experiences with people in a
given culture or subculture have in common”(p.70). The purpose is to stay focused in one topic
or leading question, “carefully aimed at obtaining spontaneous descriptions of subjective
experience” with a goal of “discovering moments common to all individual experiences”
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(VanKaam, 1959, p.70). He notes the importance of development of “complex qualtitative
desriptions… of use in meeting the deeper layers of common human existence” (VanKaam,
1959, p. 72). Van Kaam (1959) was working from materials written by study participants (p.68).
The modified process includes nine steps leading to continuous refinement of content and
application of interpretation, guiding the researcher toward meaning-making (Statistics
Solutions, 2021). A summary of the Modified Van Kaam approach implemented by Moustakas
(1994) was gleaned from materials presented by Statistics Solutions (2021) and Van Kaam’s
original work (1959). In this process, the original Van Kaam (1959) steps are followed for each
study participant, then carefully merged with consideration for emotional, social, and cultural
connections shared by study participants (Moustakas, 1994; Statistics Solutions, 2021). Statistics
Solutions noted that the manner in which this process is “crucial to maintaining the integrity of
the participant voices,” also providing depth and clarity for the researcher regarding the lived
experience (“Modified Van Kaam Analysis,” 2021, para. 12). The organization noted the
commonality of this flow of data running one hundred or more pages in length in order to meet
the standard of this method (2021).
Groenwald (2004), in further discussion of the process, believed the purpose of the
findings report is the “explication” of data. Braun and Clarke (2006) described the process as
“Thematic Analysis” (p. 87). Smith et al. (2009) described the process of studying data as
“Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis,” or IPA. Given the very limited nature of the content
topic within this study, deference was paid to Van Kaam. Perspectives and procedures offered by
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Groenwald (2004) and Braun and Clarke (2006) were considered. The IPA process defined by
Smith et al. (2009) was also applied in this study.
The study identified gaps in services provided. Public policy and Public Administration
related to the examination of how the study results align with reporting from the National Youth
in Transition Database (NYTD) and data from the DCF, Bureau of Youth Services are discussed
in Chapter 4. Interview commentary denoted possible alignment with few elements of New
Public Service theory introduced by Denhardt and Denhardt (2007, 2016).
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
An Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was implemented to explore the data.
Thompson (2016), citing Smith et al. (2009) described the process of Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis as “a “recently developed and rapidly growing approach to
qualitative inquiry” (p. 41). This process was used to examine how the study participants came to
understand or “make sense” of events in their lives (Thompson, 2016, p. 41). The work of
several researchers was examined regarding the best approaches to follow in the IPA process.
Groenwald (2014) described the process used in explication of the research. Gonzalez (2014),
Hedenstrom (2014), Thompson (2016), and Harrison (2019) wrote their dissertations on topics
related to this study using IPA procedures. Smith et al. (2009) authored a popular text dedicated
to understanding the theory, method, and research of IPA.
Steps involved in Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) have been explained as
follows:
1. Establishing Composite Summaries of participants and of each segment of interviews;
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2. Completing the first level of analysis, including description of video reviews,
transcript reviews and development of individual summaries, and use of field notes;
3. Completing the second level of analysis, which involves line-by-line codification and
culling of and highlighting quotes and excerpts;
4. Reviewing coding for similarities and differences across interviews;
5. Collapsing codes into categories and sub-themes, seeking patterns and common
concepts, and comparing and developing themes supported by examples;
6. Documenting the analysis, with the dissertation is the documentation of the analysis.
(Gonzalez, 2014; Groenwald, 2004; Harrison, 2019; Hedenstrom, 2014; Smith et al.,
2009; Thompson, 2016).
Challenges to this type of research include open identification and discussion of the
assumptions of the researcher regarding the study participants and/or the topic of the study
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 81). The process of bracketing is described as setting aside one’s own
“preconceived experiences” and possible biases to better concentrate on what the study
participants are sharing (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 314). The question remains, how does one
analyze without influence of personal experience?
Bracketing and Epoche
In Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, researchers are encouraged to be reflective in
the process of engaging with and interpreting the data, as “the end result is always an account of
how the analyst thinks the participant is thinking. . . . Analysis is always tentative and analysis is
always subjective” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 80). Bracketing and interpretation allow for
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presentation of the voices of the participants as interpreted by the researcher, with understanding
of researcher biases in advance of the analysis.
Professionally, this researcher has in the past worked with the Fostering Success program
and has some familiarity with the experiences of young adults with out-of-home care
backgrounds. The researcher is a member of the advisory board of the Fostering Success
program. The researcher holds a bachelor’s and a master’s degree and has recently retired from
44 years of work in higher education, having worked directly with college students in out-ofclass activities and community outreach for 40 of those years. Personally, the researcher grew up
without siblings in a two-parent, lower middle-class household in a major metropolitan area.
These and other notes are included in the researcher’s bracketing memo outline, located in
Appendix J.
Setting
The setting for the study was virtual. With the pandemic requiring risk-averse behavior,
the individual interviews and focus group took place using Zoom technology. Zoom is a
common technology used on devices (computer, phone, tablet) to communicate face-to-face with
others. Videography functions presented a view of participants’ faces. Audio picked up all
conversation and extraneous noise. A chat feature allowed personal or private questions to be
asked of the facilitator during the focus group. The facilitator and/or assistant had control of the
Zoom event. Zoom allows events to be recorded. Recorded Zoom sessions were professionally
transcribed and returned to the researcher for analysis. A bulleted summary of the transcript was
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made available for review by each study participant prior to further transcript analysis by the
researcher.
The physical setting was the choice of the study participant. Options included the
residence hall room, apartment, or home of the study participant. With the pandemic response, it
was possible the participants were not actually on campus for these events.
Population—Study Participants
All study participants were students currently enrolled at the University of WisconsinStout or recent alumnae. Participants are or were engaged in the campus Fostering Success
program. There was no requirement from any campus program or course for participation. The
study participants are already in a statistically marginal group, having made it to college with a
background in OHC. Noted previously but bearing repetition, CCAI reported that 70% of youths
who have spent time in OHC hope to go on to postsecondary education, but only 6% are able to
obtain a 2-year or 4-year degree following the OHC experience (2018). The study participants
are perhaps falling within that narrow 6% figure, and therefore are considered as rare resources
for expanding the body of knowledge about this topic.
Data Sources
Using a variety of data sources for this study allowed for comparisons to be made. The
data sources included the individual interviews; focus group feedback; videography record and
written transcripts of each interview and focus group; field notes and observations filed during
and after the interview procedures; interview summaries written by the researcher and approved
by the study participants; and the documents used by the DCF to train, establish expectations and
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monitor the activities of county staff, Indigenous nations staff, and TRA providers of IL services.
The NYTD data base was also utilized to review how the survey reports submitted by Wisconsin
DCF aligned with the meaning made by young adults of the IL experience.
Use of Videoconferencing
With the pandemic, regulations were established to ensure safety of all participants and
the researcher. These included use of videoconferencing for the interviews and focus group, as
well as for follow-up contacts (some of which were made via phone and message). Resources to
support the research plan were sought. In having reviewed the work of multiple “highly engaged
researchers,” Torrentina (2020) found the common response that videoconferencing does not
constrain the research, and it does provide reliable, honest outputs. Lobe et al. (2020) directed
their review of pandemic procedures to the ethics of using telecommunication platforms in
research. While guidelines did not change significantly, they noted reminders—particularly that
“there is always a person who may be affected by the research” (Lobe et al., 2020, p. 5). They
provided information about informed consent, privacy and data confidentiality, and data security
and storage. Their summary statement mirrored that of Torrentira (2020), that online
interviewing via videoconferencing is valuable to maintaining data collection in research (Lobe
et al., 2020, p. 6). These overviews of standards of research in time of pandemic were useful in
framing the use of videoconferencing for this project.
Virtual Focus Group
Griffiths et al. (2020) published recently on use of virtual focus groups and the benefits
and challenges experienced by these researchers. Benefits of the experience included ability of
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more of the study participants to answer questions one at a time (avoiding dominance of the
conversation by a few participants), therefore establishing a greater sense of inclusivity of all
participants. Another benefit cited was the ability to reach participants who would not have been
able to leave home to meet. Reducing travel burden on participants was appreciated. Griffiths et
al. noted the quality of the audio was better than they had experienced in face-to-face groups, and
participants expressed a greater sense of safety since they were able to choose the location from
which they would participate. Challenges included concern for some participants who did not
have access to private space and who needed to use the chat feature or hand-raising to clearly
identify participants requesting to speak (Griffiths et al., 2020).
Several tips were offered to ease the process for others embarking on this process. A
selection of the tips are shared in Table 4 below; these were utilized in this study.
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Table 4
Tips for Successful Virtual Focus Groups
Select a secure technology platform

Pilot the event

Use an encrypted recording device and save
to a secure electronic drive immediately
following the event.
Arrange for one or two persons to serve as
last minute back-ups in case participant(s)
back out or cannot attend.

Try to limit time to one hour to keep
participants engaged and to respect their time.
Review points made periodically and have
group confirm researcher interpretation. This
is a method to manage validity.
Add questions to the chat box or use a screen
share to allow participants time to think.
Note. Adapted from Griffiths et al. (2020).

Use introductory email and/or call to
participants to introduce the topic, suggest
tips for their active participation.
Use Google Forms or similar for sign up,
including personal identification information
to be held in password protected file (excel
spreadsheet)
Send calendar invitations to confirm
availability and reminder text and calls with
gift card mail reminder.
Advance information to consider sharing with
participants includes tech platform being
used, security of system, consent form
completion, tips for virtual conversation,
ground rules for the group (i.e., privacy,
confidentiality, use the mute button when not
speaking),
Offer electronic gift cards or obtain gift cards
for food and/or goods and services needed by
the population.
Encourage participants to use earphones if
available so others in vicinity do not hear
participant responses,
Obtain virtual verbal consent from each
participant at begin and end of event.

Ethical Considerations/Informed Consent
Ethical Considerations
As discussed in Creswell and Poth (2018), different ethical issues arise at different points
in the research process. The authors also referenced the APA stylebook in development of a table

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

164

used to describe ethical issues and obstacles. That table was used to establish this section of the
chapter.
Institutional Review Board (IRB) permissions were pursued from Hamline University
with agreement from the University of Wisconsin-Stout. Normally, only the primary campus’s
IRB permission would be sought. Since some study participants were enrolled at another
university and tended to have had some challenging life experiences, the researcher thought it
would be in the best interests of the study participants to register with the IRB on both campuses.
A notification of agreement was signed between the two campuses to support this study. In
addition, the Fostering Success program supported this effort by notifying students in the
program of the opportunities to participate in individual interviews and focus group. Sensitivity
to the background of young adults with OHC experience was closely considered. Every effort
was made to provide a supportive environment in which young adults would be able to share
their experience in a safe environment free of judgement.
As discussed in this chapter and in Chapter One, full disclosure was part of the plan in
informing study participants about the rationale for this study and their role. If at any time a
study participant chose to back away from the study, there was no pressure applied to continue.
Because the content and further questions were constructed as the study moved forward,
it was hard to predict how much time would be requested of study participants. It was hoped not
to be more than a few hours of time over a period of a few months (one hour for the focus group,
and one hour or more for the interview with the possibility of follow up questions after summary
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was reviewed). Gift cards were provided to all participants at the end of each segment of the
study, sent to the addresses provided on the registration form via U.S. Mail services.
Data has been stored privately on the laptop belonging to the researcher, in a One Drive
personal e-vault, and in a separate portable drive. Data will be kept for seven years. All
participants were given a pseudonym/participant number as a method of disguising their identity.
Very limited demographics were shared in the results or other data presented.
Extreme care was taken with the history and life stories as shared by study participants.
Informed Consent
The research plan included review by the IRBs at both Hamline University and the
University of Wisconsin-Stout. IRB approval is required for any research project involving
human subjects. Protection of human subjects was elemental to the research plan and is
discussed in the Assumptions section of this research project. The process included IRB
committee review of the plan, obtaining written informed consent from participants, discussing
ground rules, maintaining confidentiality, and following the recording process within the
individual interviews and focus group, and using pseudonyms to identify participants.
Research Design
As indicated in Chapter One, in order to frame this project, the researcher adapted the
design map modeled by Maxwell (2013). The design map may be found in Chapter One
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 14). The design map identifies at a glance the goals of the study, the
conceptual framework planned to pursue the study, the primary research questions addressed, the
methods of implementation, and how validity was initially addressed. As a study of the
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Phenomenology of the Independent Living experience, it was expected that additional questions
would be raised for inclusion in the study, and current questions would be revised throughout the
study, avoiding the use of jargon in questioning. A constructivist point of view was utilized to
cull and display the data in themes that in the judgement of the researcher matched the intent of
the study participants. The researcher relied as much as possible on the manner in which the
study participants framed their experience with IL. The researcher then interpreted the
experiences shared by participants, while bracketing the researcher’s experience and biases. This
procedure was accomplished to move into the deeper development of the essence of the
Independent Living services experience as described by study participants (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
Goals
In Figure 1 (Research Design Map) the goals of the project have been noted at the top of
the figure. Goals were two-fold: first, to identify and categorize how young adults made meaning
of the IL experience they have and what that meaning entailed, and secondly, to determine
whether there was any alignment of study participant experience with New Public Service
Theory found in the field of Public Administration (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007). These goals
may seem rather broad, but in this type of study, breadth is necessary to the beginning of the
process. The process evolved and was refined as is typical in the constructivist approach.
Conceptual Framework
The Conceptual Framework was essentially the literature review process. Maxwell
(2013) asks how the literature, documents and official materials, and personal experience guide

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

167

the development of this study and aid in justifying the research. The literature review is less an
overview of all material related to youths and young adults in transition toward and beyond
emancipation from care, and more an examination of the complexity of the role of IL services in
the meaning-making process experienced by study participants. The material presented was
somewhat complicated but touched on elements that are part of the IL process.
Research Questions
As described in Chapter One, the primary research questions reflected the project goals.
The secondary and perhaps further questions grew out of the sharing of lived experience by the
young adult study participants, or were posed to clarify engagement with a topic. The first
question, RQ1, asked “How might Independent Living services and topics have helped make
meaning of or enhance the transition for youth-to-adulthood experience of the study
participants?” or, “What did Independent Living services and/or topics mean to you? Please Tell
me about your experience with Independent Living services.” The first question was meant to
focus on defining the content meaning made from the IL experience. The responses to this
question may be useful to staff in the Fostering Success program at UW-Stout as they explore
recommended needs for onboarding new students. Responses may become useful to other
campuses considering addition of a similar program or services. Responses may also be useful to
the staff at the State of Wisconsin Department of Children and Families as they explore further
pathways to work with young adults preparing to age out of care, particularly those with kinship
care background who may have had less structured experience. The series of prompts and
follow-up questions included some from the list in Table 5.
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The second question, RQ2, asked, “How does Public Administration theory align with
the experiences reported by study participants?”, or, “In reviewing this list of the way people
connect with the community where they live, which ones seem familiar to you or might have
been discussed in the IL services and/or topics? This question has to do with how and what you
may have learned about being a responsible citizen.” The second question is in reference to New
Public Service theory developed by Denhardt and Denhardt (2007). Denhardt and Denhardt
identified needs to serve the community member base of Public Administration and offered
structured themes, which were used as the question protocols developed. These were used in
participant response analysis.
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Table 5
Potential Open-Ended Questions and Prompts Arising in Focus Group(s) and Interviews
When you think of Independent Living
services or topics, what comes to mind?

It sounds like you mean this ( a statement
summary) – is this accurate? What would you
change or clarify?

How would you describe the experience in
just a few words?
How has IL impacted your everyday lived
experience?
How did IL aid or deter you from becoming
the person you are today? Or from your entry
to adult responsibility?
What were the settings you were in when
learning IL topics? Age? Location?

What did you learn about being a member of
the community through IL services?
How did you learn about the citizen roles
adults have, like voting?
What did you learn about how to contact a
city government office or resource you might
need?
How did you learn who to contact with city
problems – about where you live off campus,
or about things like parking on odd-even sides
of street?

How were you able to apply the topics?
Which do you remember most clearly?
Why is that? Which ones are unclear or
maybe not covered as you would have liked?
Why is that?

How did you learn about helping others in
community, volunteering, or getting to know
your neighbors?
If you could describe IL in one word or
phrase that sums up your experience with IL,
what would that be?

Procedures
As noted previously, Methods are the various pathways to collection of data. For this
study, structured data collection procedures included individual interviews and a focus group
with young adults who have had a formal or informal IL experience. Less structured but still
necessary processes involve review of documents, materials and expectations developed by the
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DCF for use in training contractors and county or Indigenous nation human services staff.
Reports of the NYTD were reviewed for relationship to participant reported experience.
Participants were also invited to review the summary of individual interview transcripts for
accuracy of interpretation. Study participants received a gift card for each segment of the study
in which they participated (interview, transcript summary review, focus group).
Validity
Validity is the questioning of the rationale for the project and the identification of project
threats and potentially invalid conclusions or alternative interpretations, including researcher bias
and reactivity (Maxwell, 2013). Methods to determine validity included respondent validation,
seeking ways the researcher may have missed evidence (discrepant evidence), and triangulation
of data. Triangulation included comparison of focus group data to data obtained in individual
interviews and held up to the structure of IL developed through the DCF. It was not known how
or to what extent study participants would recall their IL experiences, whether formal or
informal. Question prompts were needed to jog the memory of participants.
Participant Recruitment
Convenience sampling methods were used to recruit participants for the study. The staff
of the Fostering Success program at UW-Stout agreed to assist with recruitment efforts by
sharing the study invitation with their students. Students engaged with Fostering Success were all
previously in out-of-home care at some point prior to attending college. The information about
the study and an invitation to participate were distributed as a limited group Facebook invitation
and via campus direct email from the Fostering Success staff. The staff members were only a
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conduit of the invitation and were not involved in aspects of the study. The pool of potential
participants was informed of the purpose of the project at least three times. Information from the
IRB was shared with the pool regarding confidentiality and protection of participants, as noted in
the Appendix C along with notification of gift card availability for participants. Gift cards were
shared with participants in recognition of the time commitment they made to enlightening the
researcher about the Independent Living experience. Gift cards were purchased for the study by
the researcher. This was an unfunded project (not funded by the university). It is possible the
study participants would need to report receiving gift cards as taxable income. The researcher
kept a copy of the list of participants to be included in records safely secured, to be destroyed at a
later date. The list will not be shared publicly in any manner. Participation in this study was
voluntary.
Study participants were invited to participate in an individual interview and/or focus
group as well as in review of interview transcript summary. Study participants who provided an
individual interview were asked to review a summary of the transcript of interview for accuracy
of interpretation. All participants were invited to attend the focus group. They were also
consulted for needed clarity regarding interview and/or focus group interview content.
Interview Protocol and Instrument (Questions)
A brief written introduction was shared when the young adults began participation in the
study. The study began with individual interviews. After all interviews were completed and
summaries returned with comments, a focus group was conducted.
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The invitation to participate went out from the Fostering Success office at the University
of Wisconsin-Stout through their Facebook group and in direct email through the campus
system. The process reached upwards of thirty students. Students were asked to RSVP directly to
the researcher at the university email address of the researcher.
The Fostering Success staff members work closely with many of the students. The
students know and trust them. It was hoped this step for recruitment would create a sense of
safety for the students who wanted to be study participants, but did not know or know of the
researcher. While the researcher used to work with the Fostering Success program and remains
on the board of advisors for the program, most students did not know the researcher or the
history with the program.
The researcher learned the names of the young adults as they registered for the study. A
pseudonym number was assigned to each participant. This number was also used in the focus
group. No true identification or demographic was shared in the final transcription or other
aspects of this research (other than age, a pseudonym instead of the real name of the person,
whether the individual has a disability, diagnosed or otherwise, and gender identity/preferred
pronouns). Participants were asked whether their IL experience was urban, rural, or suburban in
nature. Focus group participants chose to use their first names. Names were converted to
participant numbers after the focus group (in the transcript).
In the written introduction to the study participants, a statement of researcher interest in
obtaining information was shared. To avoid jargon and potential to drive away study
participants, a brief plain-language definition of aspects of the research in the context of the
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study of the independent living service and/or topics was provided. This information was briefly
paraphrased aloud at the beginning of the individual interviews and focus group. A request for
verbal consent to participate in the study was made at the beginning of the study Zoom
videography for interviews and for focus group.
A list of the 14 topics covered by Independent Living was shared to help jog the memory
of participants. (Topics are found in Table 6, below, replicated from Chapter One). Topics were
clustered for the sake of time in the focus group. No value was placed on one topic over another.

Table 6
Topics covered in Wisconsin Independent Living Services
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Education—high school, college,
technical training
Thinking about a career and
planning for it
Getting and keeping a steady job
Money management
Finding a safe and steady place to
live
Proper maintenance of your living
space
Understanding medical coverage

•
•

•

Making healthy choices
Understanding and be able to
get important documents
o Birth certificate
o Social security card
o Wisconsin State ID
o Immigration papers
Creating and keeping lifelong
connections to supportive
adults

•
•
•

•

Having
healthy
relationships
Creating goals
for the future
Awareness of
community
resources and
support
systems
Transportation

Note. This data is adapted from WDCF, 2020.
All of the students involved in the Fostering Success program were invited to participate.
It was expected five to 10 would be willing or able to participate. Some might have left OHC
within the year. For others, the IL experience might have been a few years in the past. The
timing of participant distance from the experience was potentially a limitation of the study.
Originally, thought was given to whether the themes associated with New Public Service
would align in any way with the topics covered by Independent Living Services. It was decided
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the alignment between IL and NPS would not be explored in this study. Focus on New Public
Service was kept to the report of personal experience with each aspect of the theory. Clarifying
questions were asked after some responses or in follow-up. For the most part, the interpretation
of participant comments determined whether there was alignment of New Public Service with the
experiences of the study participants. The implication of alignment was from the point of action
offered by service providers. In other words, did the service provider(s) offer these service
themes in their work with youths and young adults in each topical category? It was not likely all
categories would apply to each study participant. Table 7 is a worksheet guide to the alignment
of participant experience with the seven themes established by Dehardt & Denhardt (2000, 2007,
2015). The table was used in exploring connections to Public Administration Theory during the
analysis stage of the process.

Table 7
Participant Alignment with New Public Service (Theory in Public Administration) Worksheet
Study
participant

Dimensions of New Public Service
Serve
Seek the Value
Think
citizens,
Public
Citizenship over Strategically,
not
Interest Entrepreneurship Act
customers
Democratically

Recognize that
Accountability
is not Simple

Participant
1
2
3
4
5
Focus Grp

Note: Topical information was adapted from Denhardt & Denhardt (2007).

Serve
Rather
than
Steer

Value
People, not
just
Productivity
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Data Collection and Assurances
Individual Interviews
All Fostering Success participants were invited to participate in an online one-on-one
interview with the researcher. Themes would be developed from the interviews and shared with
the focus group. Participants were encouraged to add any additional information they would like
to contribute about their recollection of IL experience and/or topics. It was anticipated five to
seven young adults would be interested and available to assist with this effort. When only three
current students agreed to participate, the advisor to the project was consulted. It was decided
recent alumni of the program and university could also be invited. This change led to successful
recruitment of two additional study participants.
Interviews were scheduled as Zoom meeting calls at the convenience of the study
participant. The researcher was willing to meet early morning, during the day, or into the
evening, including weekends if that was convenient for the study participants.
Five one-on-one interviews were conducted for this study. One-on-one interviews were
conducted in late December 2020 and in January 2021, at the convenience of the study
participants. Each interview was recorded using Zoom technology. Interviews lasted an average
of one hour and 25 minutes. Participants had been asked to place themselves in a private room
where others could not hear or be part of their responses during the interview and during the
focus group.
At the beginning of the interview, a brief introduction was shared, and IRB Human
Subjects agreement was made verbally by each participant. The participants were provided a
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brief definition of the research project and study participant role in the research. The interview
context was drawn from the listing of IL topics and shared with each interviewee, using RQ1 and
RQ2. A periodic check for validity of interpretation of response by the individual interviewee
was made. This process diminished the need for follow-up questions and therefore respected the
time and consideration study participants offered in this process. A concept map to aid in
monitoring interviews was developed based on those found in Maxwell (2013) (Figure 6).
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Figure 7
Concept Map: Participant View of Experience with Independent Living

COMPLETION OF TASKS (REFERENCE
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROCESS)

REACH AGE OF MAJORITY OR AGE
OUT OF SYSTEM WITH COMPLETED
PLAN registered with DCF/County AND
ABILITY TO RELY ON CONTACTS
BEYOND FORMAL PROCESS, ADDITION
OF FURTHER RESOURCES IN POOL,
TRANSITION TO INDEPENDENCE

SELECTION OF OTHER ADULT
SUPPORTS - PROCESS AND DECISION
MAKING, MAINTAINING
RELATIONSHIP

IS THIS THE PROCESS FOLLOWED?
ADDITIONAL STEPS? GAPS?

IMPRESSION OF WHAT IS TO BE
COVERED AND IN HOW MUCH TIME time to completion, specific
learning/tasks, commitment,
willingness to participate,
understanding of need, prioritization
of content and delivery

EXTENSION OF KNOWLEDGE TO REAL
WORLD ACTIVITIES - application for
higher ed/training, financial selfmanagement, personal health and
wellness decisions...training and job
search, housing, cooking...

WHAT SHOULD BE ADDED/changed
TO PROCESS THAT WOULD HAVE
MADE YOUR TRANSITION
EASIER/SMOOTHER/BETTER?

RELATIONSHIP AND TRUST - what is
the role of relationship building with
provider(s)

PROGRESSION OF KNOWLEDGE
ATTAINMENT - content
accomplishment, checklist, contract,
evidence of knowledge gained and
implemented

YOUTH AND STATUS - age of contact
with ILS, youth situation (OHC,
independent, in school or ?,
transcient..., disability diagnosed or ?,
family background, support systems in
place or accessible), demographic

HOW DO YOUNG PEOPLE LEARN
INDEPENDENT LVING SKILLS PRIOR TO
EXITING OHC?
PROVIDER - county services or ILS
contractor or independentLY learning
(foster parent, other adult, Selftaught? other resources/services)

Note. A concept map was developed to aid in monitoring interviews of study participants of
experiences with IL services (Maxwell, 2018).

The interview was loosely structured to avoid leading questions. The same question
started each interview: “Please share your experience with Independent Living services and/or
topics.” Other questions resembled the first question; for example, “Please share your experience
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with (topic from the listing of IL curriculum).” A reflective listening technique was used to
minimize the amount of time that might be needed in clarification later in the interview. For
example, the researcher restated the participant’s comments as part of the natural interview
process at each section, such as saying something like: “What I hear you saying about the lack of
financial planning support from your ILS experience is that you wish you could have learned
how to obtain a credit card to establish a credit score—is this correct?” A typical follow-up
question, “How has the IL experience influenced who you are today, and in what ways?”, was
used for further clarification. It was anticipated the individual interviews would last about an
hour (sixty or so minutes). Interviews ran longer than anticipated, some more than 90 minutes.
Each participant received a $20 gift card for each hour spent in contact with the project activities
(interview, review of summary notes, focus group). This was done in support of their time and in
consideration of sharing their personal story and contribution to the study. The gift cards were
purchased by the researcher and were distributed via the U. S. Postal Service.
Post-Individual Interview Activities
Development of Transcripts
Following each individual interview, the recordings were sent to the transcriptionist.
Upon return of each transcript, the researcher listened to and watched the videography of the
interview while reading the transcript to determine need for clarification or transcript adjustment,
or addition of field notes.
A summary statement of each interview was written by the researcher and prepared for
each study participant. To enhance credibility, interview participants were asked to review a
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summary of the transcript from their individual interview to determine whether there were
questions or concerns about interpretation of transcript materials. If they did not have time to or
were not inclined to read it, there was no pressure applied to participate. There was no pressure
placed on the study participant to stay with the project if the study participant did not have
interest in transcript review. Each person was assigned a pseudonym in the process of transcript
data analysis. All participants engaged in transcript summary review. Participants returned
comments via email and/or in follow-up Zoom meetings or phone call.
Validity and Trustworthiness of Transcripts
Participants’ engagement in content review of notes provided opportunity for validity to
be confirmed. All notes were received back and/or follow-up Zoom calls completed with
interview participants in February 2021, providing opportunity to clarify points of information
garnered in the interviews. Each interview participant expressed appreciation for the opportunity
to review content notes.
Focus Group
The broader Fostering Success population was invited to participate in focus group
discussion about the Independent Living experience. The invitation was sent in early February
2021 by the staff of the Fostering Success program. In order to participate, each needed to have
completed the registration and informed consent forms. Participants from the interviews who
chose to attend the focus group had already completed these forms. The focus group was held on
a Sunday evening in February 2021. A former colleague of the researcher, a graduate student
from the Mental Health Counseling program, approved to participate in the IRB process, aided in
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capturing field notes and technical logistics. Participants had been asked to place themselves in a
private room where others could not hear or be part of their responses during the focus group.
The focus group was held at a time convenient to participants, an early Sunday evening.
The focus group participants were guided through a series of PowerPoint slides to review
tentative coding and draft themes developed from the interview transcripts. Focus group
participants were asked to elaborate on the themes and/or offer feedback about their Independent
Living process. Research Questions included the following: How did you learn what you know
about independent living? What value does it have to becoming an adult? Does the information
presented reflect accurately and include your experience? Are there additions to the content you
would like to add? Conversation about the possible themes and these questions filled the time
allotted. All five participants in the individual interviews committed to participate in the focus
group. Three participants attended. Two participants did not log in to the Zoom meeting. One of
these participants sent a note of apology approximately a week after the event. Focus group
participants are noted in the Participant Characteristics Table (Table 9).
The one question used to start the focus group was the request to share the independent
living experience, with reference made to the list of independent living topics shared with them
previously in interviews, as well as an invitation to discuss other aspects of independent living
that might have impacted in their lives. For the focus group activity, the interview transcripts and
comments were clustered, noted in Table 8. This was done in order to keep the conversations on
topics that appeared to be rising at possible themes and sub-themes. It was anticipated the focus
group would last 60 minutes. It ended after 75 minutes. A second question regarding public
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administration was planned to be asked: “How did Public Administration theory align with the
experiences reported by study participants?”, or, “In reviewing this list of the ways people
connect with the community where they live, which ones seem familiar to you or might have
been discussed in the IL services process?” At the 55-minute mark in the focus group, it was
observed there would not be time to ask the questions about public administration in the focus
group setting. Therefore, analysis of this aspect of the study was based only in content provided
during individual interviews.
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Table 8
Clustered Topics Covered in Focus Group
Experience from education to employment and High school; college and/or training;
future goals

degree attainment; part-time jobs; fulltime career employment plans; goals and
dreams

Money management, keeping important

Experience with learning and applying

documents, health insurance, transportation

lessons in personal finance; possession of
important documents (social security card,
birth certificate); insurance access and
coverage; mobility/transportation

Finding safe lodging, maintaining living space,

Living on campus, in apartment or other

community resources, and support systems

home setting; skills in keeping space
clean, well-maintained; community
agency supports and resources

Making healthy choices, having healthy

Discussion of wellness themes, nutrition,

relationships, creating and keeping lifelong

exercise, substance abuse; friendships and

connections to supportive adults

intimacy; inclusion of adults in circle of
friends, advisors, supports
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At the conclusion of the focus group, the recording was sent to the professional
transcriptionist. When the transcript was ready, it was returned via email. The transcript was read
by the researcher while simultaneously listening to the recorded videography of the focus group.
This step allowed the researcher to catch missed or misinterpreted words and phrases as well as
additional field notes. Where there were questions about the transcript interview content, the
assistant (a former colleague aiding with the focus group) was consulted. This person had been
assisting in managing the Zoom technology during the focus group. He took some field notes and
noted other observations, as the researcher had been doing during the focus group. Further
questions would have been asked of student participants if other clarification had been necessary.
Once the transcript was pronounced clean, the researcher reviewed the transcript for
common phrases, sentences, agreement, and possible themes shared by focus group participants.
These notes helped identify commonalities shared in the interviews. The researcher followed the
steps of IPA with the focus group transcript, eventually merging the data with data from the
interviews.
Participant Benefits
Participants were informed in recruitment for the study that gift cards would be shared
with them following engagement in each segment of the study, and $20 gift cards were offered in
appreciation for their contribution to the research and time commitment to the study for each
hour spent in an activity segment. Following the interview, gift cards were mailed to the current
home address of each study participant, obtained from the study registration form. Each
participant contacted the researcher when the gift cards were received. Upon receipt by the
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researcher of the summary of notes reviewed or completion of the follow-up zoom meeting or
call, an additional gift card and personalized thank-you note was forwarded in appreciation for
both the time commitment made by the participant and for their contribution to the research. Gift
cards were mailed with a thank-you note to focus group participants the morning following the
focus group activity. Participants made contact indicating they have received the gift cards.
Other benefits included the knowledge of having contributed to the database of information
about how youths and young adults from OHC experience and make the transition to adulthood
through the IL process.
Data Security
All data (transcripts, videos) have been secured in multiple password-protected locations
(a separate storage drive, an e-vault, and a lockbox). Data has been deidentified to protect study
participants. Composite or aggregate representations of interview participants are presented in
the narrative to best-protect the identities of participants.
Data Analysis Strategy
In addition to recordings and transcripts of recordings, field notes were kept for each
interview and for the focus group. Field notes included date and time of activity, who the
participants were, discussion themes, summaries, and afterthoughts or reflections written
following the activity. The location was an online discussion space (Zoom meeting).
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Transcription
Transcripts of the individual interviews and focus group were processed into Word
documents via use of a professional transcriptionist utilized by colleagues in research projects
such as focus groups and interviews.
Once accuracy of transcripts was determined, the careful individual review of transcripts
revealed phrases and statements used in development of coding, in identification of possible subthemes and themes, and in discovery of the common essence the study participants shared in
relation to Independent Living services and topics. Field notes were added in the margins of the
transcripts.
Phases of the Process of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
The steps of IPA, as previously shared, are included here with notes about the
researcher’s activities accomplished in each step of the process.
Step One and Step Two: Reviewing Videography, Reading, and Re-Reading Transcripts,
Initial Noting
The researcher reviewed the videorecording of each interview, watching and listening for
cues that might have been missed in notes taken during the interview. A few additional field
notes were collected in this process. The researcher reviewed each of the five interview videos
and interview transcripts individually, eventually reviewing transcript notes side-by-side for
continuity. Topical breaks were noted in each transcript. Transcripts were highlighted, elements
underlined for later emphasis, and items marked that stood out. This was accomplished in hard
copy and in electronic copy. Any expressive or behavioral elements noticed in the interview or
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video review were added to limited field notes taken during interviews. Margin notes were added
in the transcript documents to be used as possible code.
As noted above, each transcript was summarized, then sent to the individual study
participants to review and return with comments. This step aided in validation of the content and
context discussed during the interview. Two participants asked for Zoom/phone contact to
review their summary.
A limited number of follow-up clarification questions were asked with two participants.
The process was sequenced in the order the interviews were held. The review process was
consistent for each interview and transcript.
Interviews and focus group transcripts were manually coded by the researcher. The
mechanics of coding was structured in the development of interview and focus group research
questions and follow-up questions. These processes allowed the researcher to use “essential
breaks” as well as language and terms that seemed common usage among study participants
(Burns, 2011). An essential break was typically a shift in topic during the interview or focus
group. Brief field notes were collected during the interview and the focus group by the
researcher. Notes were enhanced in review of the interview videography.
Precoding was applied in the reading and multiple reviews of all transcripts (interviews
and focus group). Each interview transcript was reviewed three times, with the researcher
reading silently and aloud to search for possible codes and to identify quotations that might be
used in validating codes, sub-themes, and themes. Precoding included “highlighting, bolding,
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and underlining key words and phrases” (Burns, 2011) and making review notations in the text
edit function of MS Word. Examples of coding are included in the Appendix H.
After the summaries of the interview transcripts were validated by the study participants,
the process of reviewing transcripts for significant themes and phrasing occurred. The phrasing
led to coding and development of common sub-themes and themes shared in interviews. It was
anticipated the back-and-forth review and comparison of interview transcripts would be both
rewarding and time consuming. It was anticipated there would be several phases of analysis,
perhaps one phase for each common theme developed or discovered in the process.
As the analysis of data progressed, a narrative of sorts developed from the review of
transcripts and data sorting process. Since this was a phenomenological study using a
constructivist point of view, it was expected that questions about themes and significant phrasing
would arise in the analysis of transcripts. It was up to the researcher to transform the comments
made in the focus group and in individual interviews into a cohesive narrative summarizing the
essence of the Independent Living experience as explained by the study participants. Dissertation
committee members reviewed the data analysis process and offered valuable feedback. This step
aided in further guidance of data analysis.
Step Three: Developing Emergent Themes
Additional margin notes and highlights were added for items that stood out or seemed
somehow either significant or connected to other interviews. Comments received back from
study participants’ review of transcript summaries were included in the culling for codes and
highlights in this step.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

188

Step Four and Step Five: Searching for Connections across Emergent Themes
The codes and highlights for each transcript were then merged into one document and
divided into emergent theme categories that stood out from the point of view of the researcher.
This procedure involved “lumping” information into sub-topics, and then later, sorting the data
into themes. The 14 elements of Independent Living were discussed in each interview. A
segment of the interview also included questions about how study participants learned about,
utilized, or observed theories of New Public Service in action. The topics of IL have been
clustered, noted in the Table 8.
As described above, and due to very small sample size, step five (moving to the next
case) was included with step four. Step five emerged somewhat organically alongside the
development of step four. Once the review format was established, commentary from each of the
five interviews began to fall together in connection to one another. The stories and quotes were
memorable. The emergent themes developed in step three were suspected early on, as noted in
previous pages about the difference between context and content commentary. When the review
format was established, the researcher repeated the process until ready to merge the documents
in search of emergent themes from across the full range of interview transcripts, interview
summaries, focus group transcript, and field notes of the researcher. Some emergent themes
aligned with IL topics discussed in interviews and focus group. Some emergent themes aligned
with the contextual background presented by the study participants. Identification of
consistencies, inconsistencies, and interpretations in each topical cluster was useful in visualizing
sub-themes, also leading to theme development.
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Step Six: Looking for Patterns across Cases
In reviewing each transcript, the researcher asked herself the question “What strikes
you?” as a way to cull the data (Burns, 2011). After three rounds of transcript review, a
preliminary, pressing, broad-stroke observation was made: comments by study participants were
both contextual, based on the lives of participants as shared in the interview and focus group, and
content-oriented, based on knowledge retained in the process of learning about the IL topics
(whether learning was formal or informal in nature). The portions of life stories shared by
participants were the canvas upon which the learning of elements of Independent Living (IL)
would be applied. The context included personal history, anecdotal examples of life in out-ofhome care, and time and place of descriptive activity. Basic Needs were threaded throughout
these conversations. Relationships were also discussed with most topics. The pride and
ownership for pursuit of education and work were consistent themes, possibly another pattern.
Content was related specifically to how the individual came to learn about a particular topic
found under the purview of IL. In review at the end of each interview, the IL topics and learning
process were revisited regarding how they influenced the participants. Patterns were found in the
context of the data. While there were some patterns noted in the topical content data, the
differences in learning process or general comprehension of the overall list of topics were more
common.
Human Subjects Protection and IRB Requirements
All participants were young adults enrolled at the University of Wisconsin-Stout or recent
graduates, and all had participated in the Fostering Success program. Their confidentiality was
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protected through a Human Subjects agreement the researcher signed with each of them. Time
was taken in interviews and in the focus group to describe the process followed in the study,
ensure they could use a pseudonym, and stress confidentiality. There was to be no conversation
by or with researcher or study participants about individuals’ scenarios outside of the scope of
the study.
As students contacted the researcher to participate, they received information about the
study and its intent. They were informed about all aspects of the process. Information about gift
card mailings to them following each segment of the study was shared. The goal was to make
them comfortable and trusting of the study and of the researcher. It was understood that
participants from this population might have experienced trauma in the process of entering OHC,
prior to entering OHC or since having left the experience. Along with information about the
study itself, information on how to contact the University Counseling Services or other resources
was included in the introduction to the study and reviewed at the beginning of each interview and
during the focus group.
In the process of data analysis, the researcher had questions of the study participants. The
researcher made every effort to clarify questions in the focus group and interviews. The
researcher needed to ask follow-up questions of two participants. The researcher contacted them
directly using their preferred contact information. The researcher was discreet in contacting them
through their university email account and did not try to reach them through other methods they
had not used previously to protect their identity in the study. The researcher received needed
clarification in a timely manner.
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As noted elsewhere, data was stored in the personal computer of the researcher and
backed up to a portable drive as well as in a personal vault in One Drive. This process lessened
the chance of the study being hacked for information.
The Institutional Review Board at Hamline University was asked for approval, and an
agreement was reached between Hamline and the University of Wisconsin-Stout. Given the
short-term nature of the research project and the limited risk involved in engaging young adults
in discussion of their experience with IL while they were living in out-of-home care, an
expedited IRB process was requested. An expedited IRB process was permitted. As indicated in
the information provided to participants, risks included presentation of topics that were not
comfortable for an individual to discuss. When that was the case, the individual skipped a
question or asked out of that part of the discussion.
Rigour and Threats to Rigour
Neubauer et al. (2019) explained the importance of rigour in methodology: “Scholars
must construct research processes that align with the tenets of the methodology chosen and the
philosophical roots that underlie it. This alignment is the cornerstone for establishing research
rigour and trustworthiness” (p. 95). They closed their study with the caution that a checklist for
methodology is not enough. Attention must be paid to deep engagement of the researcher with
the data—over and over again, until it is believed the fidelity of process is met. With the various
definitions of phenomenology at the researcher’s fingertips, the process unfolded with attention
to describing the themes shared by young adults, perhaps as one would describe physical
behavior being demonstrated. What did the researcher see or hear in the relay of information

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

192

about the experience with IL services? Was the researcher able to read the interpretation of the
lived experience correctly, with fidelity to the voices of young adults? These questions were
taken seriously by the researcher. Plans were made to dedicate the time needed to meet the
standard of rigour and trustworthiness in this study. Topical information found in Table 1 (IL
topics) was shared with study participants to aid them in recalling the activities they might have
addressed within the Independent Living experience.
The final segment of the Data Analysis Strategy included use of Yardley’s (2000) work
on assessing the quality of qualitative research (as cited in Smith et al., 2009, pp. 180–183). This
element was included as a process of checks and balances in the review of IPA data collected. A
summary of Yardley’s work found in Smith, et al., is included here (2009).
Assessing the Quality of Qualitative Research
Yardley’s (2000) four principles are sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour,
transparency and coherence, and impact and importance. Each of these principles will be
addressed briefly to lend closure to discussion of Data Analysis Strategy.
Sensitivity to Context
The IPA process often uses purposive sampling. Choosing participants who “share a
particular lived experience . . . can be more difficult to access” (Yardley in Smith, et al., 2009,
p.180). This study was deliberately narrowly defined to include only students eligible for or
participating in the Fostering Success program at the university. Sensitivity to context also
includes use of good listening skills, identified by Smith et al. (2009) as “showing empathy and
putting the participant at ease” (p. 180). Setting this tone was accomplished by the researcher in
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the listening process as well as in shared chuckles and shared tears with study participants. The
authors also cited the process of “making sense of how the participant is making sense of the
experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 180). This process was accomplished by asking clarifying
questions and, in review of the video, reference to field notes, and in multiple reviews of the
transcripts. The focus group conversation also aided the researcher in making sense of the way
the participants experienced the study.
A further aspect of the IPA study is in its “having a considerable number of verbatim
extracts from participant material” (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 180–181). The goal is to be sure the
voices of the participants have been heard clearly. The process followed in this study included
having drawn excerpts and quotes adjacent to coding phrases selected and early interpretations.
These were followed by examples of consistencies and inconsistencies as well as interpretation
of the researcher. While the use of the quotes and excerpts may seem tedious to the reader, it was
a necessary element of this research model. Tables in Chapter Four offer examples of verbatim
extracts. Appendix I offers additional examples from the themes culled in use of verbatim
extracts.
Commitment and Rigour
Smith et al. (2009) identified elements of commitment as related to “degree of
attentiveness to the participant” and “demonstration of personal commitment and investment in
the study” on the part of the researcher (p. 181). The spelling of Rigour is deliberate, in
deference to resources used in this study. Rigour, in this principle, refers to the “thoroughness of
the study.” This includes the population selected for the study, interview quality, and

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

194

“completeness of analysis” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 181). While each study participant attended
one interview, they also took the time to confirm the summary of the interview transcript, and a
few of them took the time to participate in the focus group. To the researcher, the time
commitment along with the emotional energy it took to discuss the topic was sufficiently
thorough. This was a study of how the participants came to terms with, came to understand the
role played by the topics of IL services in their lives as young adults. They may still be in
process. The study participants expressed having had a fairly in-depth experience with the topic
and process. Admittedly, it was challenging to consistently probe, and it is possible the cues were
not always picked up in the moment. The participants had the good grace to be willing to accept
contacts for follow-up questions to try to ensure accuracy of researcher perception.
Another element of rigour is found in moving beyond the mere description of what the
participants shared. The question of “what the interpretation means” is a challenging one to
manage consistently for the researcher (Smith et al., 2009, p. 181). Themes were selected based
upon the weight of participant experience in relation to a topic, series of coded comments, and/or
quotations. If three or more participants were expressing similar comments regarding a code or
sub-theme, it was consequently identified as possibly being part of a theme. The large tables for
the clusters of IL topics found in Chapter Four note engagement from study participants 1, 2, 3,
4, and/or 5. The sections on consistencies, inconsistencies, and interpretation following each of
those large tables of data and following the themes is designed to be helpful in meeting the
standard of rigour.
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Transparency and Coherence
This principle addressed the description of the entire study process, from recruitment and
selection through the final contact with the study participants. It is also concerned with the
interpretive nature of the study (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 182–183). The researcher does not know
how the description of the process could be any more detailed than what has been provided. It is
possible the reader may think the interpretations are too tentative. The researcher has been
striving to think and feel as the study participants have—to be as much in their experience as
possible. Age difference alone may be a challenge in the effort. Other differences may also
impact coherence (socioeconomic background, for example).The intent has been to provide as
large a view of the experience as can be mustered.
Impact and Importance
The final principle in the description of assessing the quality of qualitative research “lies
in whether the research tells the reader something interesting, important, or useful” (Smith et al.,
2009, p. 183). In Chapter Five, the conclusions and recommendations will provide greater insight
to the impact and importance of this study. It is hoped the reader will find knowledge not
previously known for oneself or for the field of study.
Summary
In this chapter the methodology and planned method followed in pursuit of data
collection and analysis were explained. This was a phenomenological study with a goal of
identifying common themes shared in relation to the IL experience of young adults with and
without disabilities. Participants were currently or had recently been enrolled at a mid-sized
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university, involved with the Fostering Success program, and previously in OHC. The ways
young adults have made meaning of the IL experience, as discussed across individual interviews
with participants and among focus group participants, were explored. The collected data
identified the meaning made of the Independent Living process experienced by young adults
with and without disabilities who formerly lived in OHC. Commonalities of experience as well
as successes in the IL process were identified. The study also identified gaps in services
provided. The relation to public policy and public administration was in examination of how the
study results aligned with reporting from the NYTD and data from the DCF, Bureau of Youth
Services, as well as how the study participants’ experiences aligned with New Public Service
theory introduced by Denhardt and Denhardt in 2007.
In the world of disability and in the world of foster youth advocacy, there is a phrase
commonly used: Nothing about us without us (Charlton, J. 2000). The intent of this study was to
better inform public policy and practice by further infusing the voices and experiences of young
adults with prior OHC experience into the planning, policy and practice mix. As noted at the
beginning of the chapter in discussion of Husserl’s frame of phenomenology, the perspective is
of “science as a second-order knowledge system, which depends ultimately upon first-order
personal experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 15). This was a study of first-order personal
experience.
Chapter Four will provide specific detail regarding findings from data. Results will be
shared regarding sub-themes and themes developed from participant comments. Context and
content will be examined. Consistencies and inconsistencies in participant comments are

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

197

included, along with researcher interpretations of participant experiences. Trustworthiness of the
data will be explored in preparation for further discussion in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS AND RESULTS
This chapter will explore the Findings and Results developed from the data collected
using the Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) process described in Chapter Three. For
the purposes of this study, Findings are the discoveries made within the reduction of data
process, and include the consistencies and inconsistencies noted in the clusters that developed as
an outcome of the interviews with study participants. Results are the interpretations offered for
each cluster, combined with other data analyzed (individual summary comments, focus groups,
field notes, coding), leading to the development of the themes and sub-themes. Recognition of
patterns and estimation of the essence of IL are also part of the process in identifying results.
There are four major sections in this chapter. The first addresses the purpose of the study,
research questions, group composite and demographics, and some technical aspects of the study
(variations from proposed methodology, discrepancies and disconfirmation of the study). The
second section presents the findings from reduction of data found in the clusters of topics. The
clusters exposed the context of basic needs and allowed for alignment of IL content topics. As
noted in Chapter Three, clusters were developed following the coding gleaned from interviews
and used in the focus group to further reduce the data. The third section addresses results. The
results are the themes, sub-themes and patterns that became apparent in the data reduction
process. Presentation of essence is also included. Research Question 2 is addressed in this
section. The fourth and final section includes description of the impact of bracketing,
trustworthiness of data, and a brief chapter summary.
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Section One
Statement of Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to identify and better understand how young adults from
OHC experience the meaning of IL services. In the process, the researcher explored through
open-ended questioning how young adults, with and without disability, have made meaning of
their experience with IL services. Study participants were enrolled as young adults at a
midwestern university, and some were recent graduates. This group of young adult participants is
a rarity in the study of OHC alumni. While it is reported that many youths and young adults
desire a post-secondary experience, few youths and young adults from OHC attend postsecondary institutions and fewer still complete a degree (Dworsky et al, 2011; Geneen et al.,
2015). It was believed that by engaging young adults in exploring the meaning of the IL
experience in their lives, data collected may be useful in the continued growth of data
availability, programs and services designed for the study population.
The relation to public policy and Public Administration is in the examination of how the
study results align with reporting for the NYTD and data from the DCF Bureau of Youth
Services, as well as how the study results align with New Public Service theory introduced by
Denhardt and Denhardt (2000).
Research Questions
. Two primary research questions (RQ’s) have guided the work. RQ1 is “How might IL
services have helped make meaning of or enhanced the transition to adulthood for study
participants who are youths and young adults having lived in OHC?” RQ2 is “How does the
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Public Administration theory of New Public Service align with the experience reported by study
participants?” Other questions were added at secondary and tertiary levels as the study developed
with the participants. A constructivist approach was used throughout the study, drawing out and
utilizing the point of view and experience of the participants in the study to explore how they
make meaning of IL services (Creswell et al., 2018, p.24).
Composite Summary and Demographics
A composite profile of the study participants is offered here to maintain their
confidentiality. A composite profile of the study participants includes experience with the
following: homelessness; physical, verbal and emotional abuse; family addiction impacting
custody; neglect, denial of food and clothing; a cycle of reunification with parent followed by
return to OHC; memory loss or lack of clarity attributed to the trauma of the experience; strong
drive for independence; ability to think on one’s feet and act for sake of survival; isolation; fear
of engagement with others.
Study participants ranged in age from 19 to 25 years old. While none of them indicated
disability status on the registration form, most have been working to manage mental health
concerns through counseling and/or treatment by a physician for depression (some including use
of prescription medications for management). The time spent in counseling ranged from one
semester to eight years or more. They seem to be at various stages of healing from traumarelated experiences.
Common among the participants is the demonstration of pride in being primarily selftaught regarding nearly all topics presented as part of IL Services. Trial and error appear to be a
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best descriptive term for experiences of study participants in search of information or support
related to these topics.
The study participants were each attentive, candid and thoughtful with responses,
tearfully emotional, on occasion using humor to break tension and or chuckle in recall of various
situations, and generally confident that they are on the right path in life at this time (but not
without challenges).
Only one of the study participants recalls having participated in a meeting with an IL
Coordinator. All participants recall meeting with one or more social workers. Two participants
recalled having received a list or guide regarding topics covered in IL. One participant indicated
this information, descriptive of what she and her sister would be eligible for when thinking about
college, was provided in an early meeting with a social worker. The other thought it was perhaps
a workbook, having no idea what happened to the document.
Three of the five participants were housed with extended, non-parental family
(grandparents, aunts/uncles), and one with friends who were viewed as “family”, fitting the role
of kinship care. Two participants experienced repeated reunifications with a parent, interrupted
by relapses due to custodial family member addictions. One returned to a grandparent without
reporting to social services, stating a desire to protect family by minimizing disclosure. One was
housed with a family friend who happened to have a foster home license. One was homeless with
a custodial parent and siblings, not originally assigned within the system. A faith community
aided in finding placement for this study participant when parent and siblings moved away. A
social worker became involved when a second host family refused to continue housing the study
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participant, for what were identified as religious reasons regarding sexual orientation. None of
the participants reported having lived in a group home or aggregate housing living situation
while in OHC. Each participant had experienced meetings with a social worker, and all were in
court-ordered OHC between the ages of 4 and 18. Most court-ordered experiences were
apparently not in alignment with the regulations for Eligibility for IL found in Table 1.
Participant demographic characteristics relevant to the study are shared in Table 9. The
table speaks to educational status, gender identity, family structure, age of separation, number of
placements and parental reunification efforts, court involvement. It also lists engagement with
social worker/case worker and/or IL coordinator, time in and type of OHC, recall of having
completed the survey for the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD), engagement with
counselor/therapist, participation in the Fostering Success program and in aspects of this study.
These characteristics begin to offer a view of the shared experiences of study participants. Each
participant identified preferred personal pronouns as she/her/hers in the registration form. The
study uses these pronouns out of respect for the participants’ identities. Other information about
the study participants is included in cluster and theme segments.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

203

Table 9
Participant Demographic Characteristics Relevant to the Study
Participant Characteristics

1

2

3

4

5

Student (s) or
Alumni (a)
Current level of education

s

a

a

s

s

In college

Bachelor’s degree

In college

Gender Identity
Number of siblings

female
3

female
4

Bachelor’s
degree
female
1

In
college
female
3

Age of separation
Number of
placements/reunification
Court-ordered

14
1/0

4
4/0

11
2/4

yes

yes

yes

Meetings with social worker

yes- early
in
experience
yes
(1)

Yes, not regular

Yes, not
regular

yes
(1/4)

yes
(1)

yes
(3/4)

Placement with licensed outof-home-care
Family/# of placements
Placement with kin (extended
family)
Other placement

Never in group or aggregate
out-of-home care
Urban, Suburban, Rural
placements
Recall meeting with IL
coordinator
Recall having completed
NYTD
survey
Regular participant in
counseling therapy (at school
and/or in community, range 18 years

female
More than
4
14
3/0

12
1/2
yes

yes
(1/2)

yes
(not at
first)
yes – in
third
transition
yes
(1/3)

no

no

yes
(1)

family friend
(1)

Faith
group
arranged
(2)
correct

correct
Rural/
suburban
no

Yes- early
in
experience
no

correct

correct

correct

Rural

Rural/urban/rural

suburban

no

no

yes

Rural/sm
town
no

no

no

yes

no

no

yes

No – maybe in high
school when leaving
first placement

Unsure –
maybe in
high school
mtg
re:truancy

yes

yes
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Table 9, continued.
Participant Characteristics

1

2

3

4

5

Use of Fostering Success
program
Participated in Interview

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Participated in review of
transcript written summary for
validation
Participated in Focus Group

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

no

yes

no

All study participants appeared to be Caucasian. None of the participants shared disability as a
characteristic on the registration form. All participants identified as female. No males registered
for the study.
Variations from Proposed Methodology
The proposed methodology indicated participants would have been engaged in formal
receipt of IL services. Upon implementation, this was the case with only one study participant.
The focus group had originally been planned as an introductory element to gain an
understanding of young adult use of IL services. When participation was not forthcoming, a
decision was made in consultation with the study advisor to begin with individual interviews and
use the focus group for follow-up feedback on possible common threads and early theme
development. This reversal benefitted the validation process, providing another avenue for
feedback from participants about data collected as well as interpretations offered.
Kinship care—the placement of youth with extended family or persons considered to be
like family—was not understood to be as prevalent a factor in OHC in the preparation for the
study. A section describing Kinship Care has been added to Chapter Two. Related to the
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unknowns of Kinship Care practice, the lack of consistency in familiarity of study participants
with discussion of the topics of IL was a surprise. While participants understood the general
nature of the topics and spoke with appreciation of the Fostering Success and ASPIRE campus
programs in providing information, there was some surprise on the part of three of them that IL
is a formal curriculum delivered to some but not all youths and young adults as they approach
care leaving.
There are six steps of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, described in Chapter
Three. The decision to perform step 5 of the IPA process simultaneously with step 4 was related
to the size of the sample, number of interviews and the flow of the data. As noted earlier in
Chapter Three, Step 4 involved review of coding for similarities and differences across
interviews. Step 5 included collapse of codes into categories and sub-themes, seeking patterns
and common concepts, developing themes supported by examples. The data collected in the five
interviews led to the ability to perform the functions of the two steps at essentially the same time.
Each study participant engaged in one interview. Each study participant reviewed their summary
notes and added comments. These data sources were merged. Three study participants attended
the focus group. It made sense logistically to review these materials in a more fluid manner than
indicated in the standard format.
Discrepancies and Disconfirmation of Data
Discrepancies occurred within two interviews when information presented by study
participants was confusing or seemed contradictory to other comments made during interview.
Follow-up questions sent with summary comments aided in clarifying the discrepancies.
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Discrepancies related to number of times of reunification, number of out-of-home placements,
and whether social services staff were involved in knowing about transition back to kinship care
from living with custodial parent. Some discrepancies seemed possibly related to loss of memory
or lack of clarity on the part of the study participants. It is possible that the nature of the events in
the age and timeframe described was stressful to the point of being traumatic and overwhelming.
It is also possible the study participants were withholding information with intention to protect
self or others.
Typically these interviews and focus group would have been conducted one-on-one in a
campus meeting room, lounge or office setting. While Zoom technology was sufficient, it is
possible some of the observations of behavior of the study participants during the interviews may
have been missed in the e-version of interview and discussion experience.
The study proposal and original plan also included examination of how the data may
relate to the NYTD survey and to the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. With
only one of the study participants having recalled taking the NYTD survey, there is nothing to
examine other than the issue of eligibility for the survey and responsibility for reaching youth
and young adults to take the survey. Recommendations are included in Chapter Five.
As noted in Chapter Two, several other studies were examined for evidence of parallels
in process and development of themes and patterns. None of the studies examined posed concern
regarding disconfirmation of data, findings and results presented in this study.
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Section Two
Data Analysis: From Clusters Come Findings
It was noted previously that the interviews and interview summaries approved by study
participants provided data sufficient to cluster the topics covered in the interview, and to include
a cluster about the context of Basic Needs. The clusters were reviewed during the focus group.
This process allowed for further validation of the clusters as well as additional feedback about
how the study participants made meaning of their experiences. A brief narrative and
representative table of sample codes and quotations from participants for each content and
context clusters are included in this section. This process of general review and description
represents steps 3, 4 and 5 of the IPA. Figure 7 represents the steps involved in the IPA process.
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Figure 8
Steps in IPA Process
1&2
Videography review, read/reread/notations in transcripts, coding
3
Developing emergent themes
4&5
Searching for connections across emergent themes
6
Looking for patterns across cases
Note: Source of information is Thompson (2016) and Smith, Flowers & Larkin (2009)

The goal of the process is the continuous reduction of data leading to step 6, the
discovery of patterns. Items or topics that confirm, as well as items that seem inconsistent, stand
out as disconnected to the study, or do not fit as the themes develop are findings. The findings
are discussed as consistencies and inconsistencies following each table of cluster coding and
sample quotations. Interpretations for each cluster are also included. The Interpretations are the
results that lead to development of Themes, Sub-themes and patterns found in the continuous
reduction of data and interpretation of study participant commentary.
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Findings for Research Question One
Findings include the outcomes of using the coding process to continually reduce the data
available from the interview and focus group transcripts. Coding led to clustering of data.
Clustering led to appearance of sub-themes, and sub-theme identification led to the development
of themes. Findings are identified most specifically in the descriptions of consistencies and
inconsistencies of the themes and sub-themes.
At various points in the interviews or focus group, participants relayed the importance of
recognizing how no person’s story or experience is like the next person – everyone has a
different life experience. One person expressed disgust at a social worker exclaiming “I know
how you feel” when, in fact, the social worker had no prior experience similar to that of the study
participant. It is possible that misplaced attempts at empathy damaged the trust that youth feel
when working with these helpers in their lives. While attempts at empathy and receiving caring
statements from others seemed important to the participants, there was a clear line, not to be
crossed, regarding understanding the experience of the individual. This is certainly
understandable from a data collection point of view. However, while the information shared
provides an overview of diverse background and array of life experiences, there are a few
common threads of similar experience, emotion expressed, and possibly meaning-making to be
woven into themes found in this study.
This section provides the general overview of clustered IL content and context as
presented by study participants. Samples of the categorizing process (consistencies and
inconsistencies) used with the clustered topics are found following each table. While some
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comments and experiences were similar, the storied experiences shared by each participant were
sufficiently different to pose challenges in the shifting from code to theme for several topics
within a cluster.
Abbreviated Tables include examples of code used and quotations from the study
participants. Quotations were selected to further validate the progression from topical listing to
code, then to cluster and to theme. Additional data for each Table in this section is available in
the Appendices.
Following each Table, the consistencies will be addressed first for each topic, followed
by inconsistencies drawn from participant interviews and focus group. Comments regarding
interpretation of the content in each area are also included. Interpretation is critical to the
development of themes and recognition of possible patterns in the data. As Groenwald (2004)
pointed out, this aspect of the study is the “attempt to understand the world from the subject(s)
points of view” (p. 13). Interpretations lead to results. Themes and possible patterns are
discussed in the section on Results, found later in this chapter.
Cluster: Education to Employment and Future Goals
These topics have been clustered because they represent a progression through formal
education into work life and beyond. The study participants have each completed K-12
education. Three were enrolled in school systems they did not need to leave while in the out-ofhome care experience. Two of the participants went to two different high schools. Each of them
has held part-time jobs outside the home since high school, one starting as early as age 13. A
common comment surrounding future goals included discussion of work ethic as the desire to
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work hard to bring money into the home, to help support family in case of emergency, and in
recognition of need to save money for oneself in preparation for transition out of care. Also
mentioned was the sense of safety felt while at work (rather than at home), and desire to remain
at work, particularly if meals were available.
Three of the study participants are currently enrolled as fulltime students in college. One
has construction laborer experience, holding an additional part-time job on the side along with
work in retail. Another currently holds three part time jobs (retail and food service), and one
works at a daycare facility. Some of the part-time jobs held related to academic field of study and
may also be used in pursuit of fulltime employment. Career goals expressed in the interview
process are being met through a combination of college coursework completion, and
opportunities for intern and co-operative education experiences. All three have plans to complete
the bachelor’s degree programs in which they are enrolled, entering the fulltime workforce as
quickly as they are able. One is due to graduate at the end of 2021. The other two are looking at
2023 for completion of degree.
Two of the participants had already graduated. One of them is currently a stay-at-home
mom with desire to go back to school for a master’s degree in her field or area related to
professional interests. The other had been working in her field of study but had opportunity to
open a small business. She is pursuing that dream.
Each of the study participants spoke of the challenges of having been a fulltime student
without much in the way of resources to rely upon. Some have sibling, grandparent or friends to
rely on, and some do not. Two had no steady source of reliable financial support for back up in
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case of emergency. Whether they have or had financial support through grants or loans, they
were clearly aware of the consequences of having insufficient funds to cover costs of housing
and meals—basic needs. Each of them inferred great pride in being in college, some being the
first in their family to pursue higher education.
The Tables in this section identify the number of each study participant whose comments
indicated involvement with the content (Persons 1-5). The Tables also identify code
words/phrases, integrated field notes, and quotations (excerpts, statements and phrases used) and
interpretations aligned with this cluster. Quotations from the participants support the selection of
codes. Codes represent comments from three or more of the study participants, reflecting
experience of a majority of participants.
Findings of Consistencies, Inconsistencies, and Results through Interpretation are offered
following each Table. Table 10 presents information about Education to Employment and Future
Goals.
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Table 10
Education to Employment and Future Goals—Sample Table
Codes

Quotations to support

Persons 1,2,4,5 - Higher education was

Person 1: “It’s not if I go to college, it’s

expected, or planned, not optional;

when I go to college. They (grandparents)

Some are the first in family to complete

were very supportive like that”.

college; relay of pride in process, wanting
others to know how hard this has been
Persons 2,3,4,5- A few favorite teachers and

Person 4: “The school didn’t really know

guidance counselor would offer some advice

about my living situation besides my

in HS. Recognition of personal invisibility to

counselor… It was just like what the school

staff; another example of flying below radar of provided for everyone. Like of course we
support personnel; evidence of wanting to be

had financial classes and like job fairs and

like everyone – course was offered to

things like that, but like I said, it was offered

everyone – I’m not special

to everyone”

Education to Employment Consistencies. The consistencies were several in this cluster.
Each participant was able to share experiences of having completed K-12 education in either the
same or in multiple OHC settings. Most indicated going to college was always part of their plan
and was a highly valued (although at times challenging) part of their experience. All of them
discussed the importance of support received through the Fostering Success program and/or the
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ASPIRE Bridge program at the university. All indicated the value of hard work was made clear
to them early on, sometimes with negative consequences in the home. Each began work outside
the home in the age 13–14 range, most with home chore assignments at earlier ages. Each one
holds or held multiple part-time jobs while in college. Whether they came from homelessness,
from Kinship care with grandparents who helped them, or from the state foster care system, they
all recognized the importance of hard work and earning money. Each participant was able to
define her goal or goals for the future. Each one addressed the role of the academic program in
meeting the goals. All five interviewees are engaged in work or homelife related to their
academic majors. In many ways, work is or has been the equivalent of survival for the study
participants.
Education to Employment Inconsistencies. These included the preference to be at the
part-time job worksite over going “home” to OHC, particularly if meals or other resources were
available. One spoke of having to do hard labor chores while housed with a member of extended
family, a description that the researcher believes was probably abusive to the study participant.
The inconsistency from other interviews was in this experience of abuse described in the
interview. There were other examples of abuse shared, but not in relation to doing chores in the
home. Another explained how learning to do chores at kinship care home was new (and not an
initially welcomed experience), having come from living with custodial parent where there were
few responsibilities, no structure to speak of, little guidance and a lot of freedom as a child. This
was an experience similar to a participant who was lodged with a foster family, but there was
barely enough critical mass to include this issue as a consistency.
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Education to Employment Results: Interpretation. The value placed on higher
education is strong for each study participant, as is the recognition of the role of advanced
education in achieving future plans. No matter how alone one felt (or actually was), there were
others willing to offer assistance (HS teachers, a very few close friends). There was a sense of
having to prove oneself – of needing to exceed the value others (caregivers, parents) had placed
on the individuals. Work ethic (willing to work hard, surviving, having worked extraordinarily
hard, holding multiple parttime jobs while in college) provides a relational opportunity with coworkers, a sense of safety (place to go that is not home), and support needed to reach financial
goals. Work equates to survival. Some are first in family to graduate from college with pride and
awe in relation to others in family. Fostering Success was viewed as something of a resource and
knowledge/supply lifeboat for some participants.
Cluster: Money Management, Keeping Important Documents, Health Insurance,
Transportation
This cluster represents aspects of managing tasks. Figuring out how to manage one’s
income and expenses can be challenging. Maintaining safe storage for important documents,
understanding the workings of health insurance coverage and ensuring access to adequate
transportation (to get to work, school) can be daunting for adults, not to mention for young
people in their mid-to-late teens. Participants currently enrolled in college and one alumna
discussed having taken a course in personal financial management in high school. This course is
recently required in high schools in Wisconsin. “The 2017 Wisconsin Act 94 requires school
districts to adopt academic standards for financial literacy and incorporate instruction into the
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curriculum in grades kindergarten through 12” (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction,
Standards for Personal Financial Literacy, 2020, p.iv). All of the study participants who are
currently enrolled at the university would have been eligible to receive this education in high
school. One alumni participant reported having taken a course in high school. The other alumni
participant may not have had the opportunity. For some, this was the only exposure gained to
financial management practices until they reached college.
Supportive adults played a role in the learning process. For a few, a grandparent took the
responsibility to guide the participant in learning how to keep a bank and savings account,
balance a checkbook/account, pay bills on time, and save. A foster parent provided guidance for
one participant. The other two utilized their initiative to look things up on the internet, ask
questions of teachers, and figure it out on their own.
The participants each have the important documents needed as adults (birth certificate,
social security card, other identification), but this was not always the case. The process of
obtaining these documents was not without challenges for some. One participant, who had been
homeless for much of her life, relied on the High School Counselor for assistance in obtaining
needed documents. She was not clear if she ever had them. Another had them, but experienced a
theft at her place of residence when she was a youth. A third indicated her mother kept the
documents which was OK with her, as the mom stayed in touch with the foster family and the
study participant had access to documents with sufficient notice of request.
Transportation is no longer a concern for any of the study participants, but it had been.
One had been driving an uninsured, likely unsafe and unlicensed vehicle back and forth to work
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in high school while living with her mother. Another had help getting a car from foster parents,
and was in a serious car accident. The following year she took the bus to save for a vehicle. She
now has two vehicles. One participant drives a minivan, another two have functional vehicles
with many miles on them, but also have some support in maintaining the cars.
The most concerning topic for four of the five participants was the issue of navigating the
health insurance sign up process. Four of five participants were concerned about “getting the
runaround” and not receiving direct answers about the process from social workers or from
websites. One requested her grandparents include her on their insurance because of the difficulty
in understanding and navigating the system. Another asked a parent to include her on a health
insurance policy. Two of the five are unsure if they even have health insurance at this date, and
do not know how to verify their status.
The table below identifies the number of each study participant whose comments
indicated involvement with the content (Persons 1–5). The table also identifies code
words/phrases, integrated field notes, and quotations (excerpts, statements and phrases used) and
interpretations aligned with this cluster. Quotations from the participants support the selection of
codes. Codes represent comments from three or more of the study participants, reflecting
experience of a majority of participants.
Findings of consistencies, inconsistencies, and results through interpretation are offered
following the table.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

218

Table 11
Money Management, Keeping Important Documents, Health Insurance, Transportation
Codes

Quotations

Person 1,3,4,5 Took personal finance course in

Person 5: “Honestly, I taught myself. I, like I said, I had to,

high school or money management learned on

you know, figure out how much I want to spend on

own. Left to own resources by parent (3

groceries and, when I did go grocery shopping, and I

participants). Learned on own about Saving.

bought my own car by myself. I wanted that. So it was

Experienced theft of money by parent… Others

really just, you know, knowing what I need and I don’t

had parent who only provided roof over head or

need, that was something I had to learn how to do early, but

who also took off for weeks at a time, leaving

it was a struggle. It wasn’t something that just, you know, I

children to fend for selves.

kept saving and saving. My mom and her boyfriend

Without many resources and prior to taking

struggled badly with gambling and alcohol, or, you know,

financial course in HS, left along for weeks by

and so this is after, you know, she came out of treatment.
So, you know, when you’re transitioning from that

custodial parent. Frustrated by parent actions, no
control or ability to impact parent behavior,

you try to find other suppressants, you know, and she, that’s

helplessness and anger and hurt. Also

when they turned to gambling, and it got really bad, to a

intellectualizing the activity of her parent…

point where my mom was on my bank account with me and

possible influence from years of counseling –

I didn’t really think twice about it, but there were situations

ability to recognize shifts in behavior that would

where they had been taking money out of my account

alarm others or harm others.

without telling me and that’s when they would leave for,
you know, a week at a time to go up north to like the
casino, and I cried and it was, it was so hurtful to me
because that was money that I worked hard for and I knew
that.”
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Managing Tasks Consistencies. The consistencies in comments made within this cluster
include the need to use the internet to obtain information about the topic or topics, and
challenges in finding the information. The support of adults plays a role in this cluster as well.
Each participant recognized the critical importance of learning money management as an
absolute need for survival in adulthood. At this point in their lives, each of them has possession
of the official documents they need, and each of them has functional transportation, but during
the OHC experience this was not always the case (as noted in the quotes shared above).
In related examples, abandonment is seen in each participant background. One participant
lost eligibility for services and support when she reunited with parent a month prior to turning
18. The parental relapse to addiction collapsed the participant support systems, leaving her
feeling abandoned by parent and by system. The study participant who needed to leave an
informal placement where she knew and trusted people from her church was another example of
abandonment. This situation occurred due to her honesty in coming out to the host family. They
completely shunned her. At this point, Social Services became involved. The study participant
faced challenges in living with complete strangers. Two of the study participants had a parent
challenged by addiction, leaving the study participants in unsafe situations -another example of
abandonment. In one situation a grandmother was able to eventually offer assistance. A parent
refused to provide anything more than a roof over the head to his children—no food, no clothing,
supplies, transportation—abandonment.
Managing Tasks Inconsistencies. These are due to the variety of stories shared, and
perhaps to only one of the participants having had anything resembling a formal but sporadic IL
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experience. Money management was either learned in the HS classroom and supported in the
home environment, learned in the classroom and not supported in the home environment, or not
learned in the classroom and learned entirely on one’s own, sometimes with guidance from
internet or an adult.
Managing Tasks Results: Interpretation. The topics of money management and health
insurance engaged each study participant in conversation more so than did discussion about
documents and transportation. They each have their documents in safe location, and each has
access to transportation. Money management was shared as crucial to education. Health
insurance was shared as still confusing and confounding. From these shared stories it is possible
that the topics are related to need for organizing skills, task management, early planning for
independence (from age 14 or 16 forward), web comprehension and persistence, lingering issues
of abandonment, and a perpetual desire for a safety net pervaded these conversations. Each
participant seemed to waiver between a sense of “I’ve got this” – meaning I have it under control
and managed, and “I give up, I’m lost”, meaning I struggle to figure this out, I don’t remember
what I need to do or by when, I wish I had a safety net, I wish (x) had never happened. While
there is a sense of confidence that pervades the conversation held with each participant, there are
times when the sense of competence is lost. There is deep recognition of the complexity of life
situations. As part of a general age cohort population that tends to think in terms of black and
white/right and wrong through the teen years, the recognition of complexity is a real strength in
cognitive development (American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 2016).
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Cluster: Finding Safe Lodging, Maintaining Living Space, Community/Support
While the previous section was in large part about managing tasks as an adult, this
section begins the exploration of how the study participants are navigating what seem to be the
needs more basic to living as an independent adult. Obtaining safe lodging, ability to maintain
one’s living space and to successfully navigate external resources and supports are part of the
curriculum for IL. These items are more than a checklist completed. They imply for the
individual a sense of security and of being an adult. These feelings, characteristics and skills are
not necessarily found while living under the roof of a stranger or with extended family.
Three of the study participants explained how they spent time in the years approaching
their 18th birthdays planning for the day they would become independent. While the other two
participants recognized they would be on their own and attending college, they did not seem to
think they needed to be as concerned about where they would live between their 18th birthday
and entry to the university (or during the summer months).
The participant who had, along with her immediate family, been homeless for a large part
of her life, had been informally placed twice with help of a local faith community when she was
an early teen. She was placed in a state licensed foster home when she was 16. She did not know
the people, knew nothing about them, was wary of living with strangers. Upon reaching the age
of majority, she and her sister lived together in an apartment while the participant worked part
time job(s). She learned the Fostering Success program and ASPIRE program were available at
an area public university. These programs aided her in applying for scholarships and learning
many of the skills identified in the IL categories. She shared a possible obsession she had
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developed with organization and cleanliness. She remarked this was likely due to her mother’s
home keeping skills having been minimal. She and her sister grew up constantly cleaning up
after others in the family. Her living space skills are based in this experience. Her familiarity
with community resources such as the shelter facilities come from having spent time as a youth
at both agencies, seeking shelter and assistance in navigating poverty in the community.
A second participant grew up in an informal placement with an extended family member.
Abuse and harsh expectations regarding housework were part of the experience. The study
participant escaped the home at age 14 and was eventually placed in the custody of the state in
another city. As the courts learned she had other extended family in the state, she was removed
from state monitored OHC and placed in kinship care with other extended family (different from
original placement). Her plans included getting into college and joining the military. She has
since graduated, married, and has children. She utilized the internet and the Fostering Success
program for information about how to find a place to live, how to sign a lease, and how to use
local resource agencies. Her skills in maintaining a place to live came largely from the forced
labor she had experienced as a child. In the one foster placement she had, the family coached her
in understanding what was reasonable and unreasonable in terms of chores and punishment for
children. They worked with her to set reasonable boundaries to aid in keeping her safe in the new
community. She remarked in the interview how positive it was to meet fellow foster people when
she started at the university, and how shocked she was that some of them had received
information about IL (since she had never received similar information, having no recollection of
it from conversations with social worker or with care providers).
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A third study participant was lodged with the same foster family during and between four
custodial reunifications with her mom. When the mother relapsed to addiction during the
participant’s junior year in high school she returned again to the foster family. A social worker
became aware of the Fostering Success summer overnight program on campus, and shared the
information with the foster family, encouraging attendance for this study participant. Attending
the summer program opened wide the eyes of this participant. She had not planned previously to
attend college, thinking she would work at a gas station and live with some friends (or
somewhere) upon graduation. During her senior year tensions arose in the foster household
regarding expectations for the participant to take on more duties, including regular unpaid child
care. At this point the participant moved in with a teacher from high school who she knew and
trusted. The social worker was working with the mom on a reunification plan, which did occur
prior to the participant’s 18th birthday. Most of this participant’s experience with finding safe
places to live included couch surfing for a while in high school, then living on campus and
eventually with friends in the community. She currently resides elsewhere in the state with her
brother. Since she was a child, she was taking responsibility for cleanliness of the places called
home, including doing her own laundry since third grade. Her familiarity with community
resources came through her involvement with Fostering Success and with other advocacy
agencies.
The remaining two participants were housed with grandparents. For one, this was a
situation that involved social services and the court from the start. She has never reunited with
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the custodial parent and has no plans or desire to do so. She lived on campus, then moved to an
apartment with a friend.
The other participant was placed with her grandmother by the court, then eventually
reunited with her mother, at which time she changed high schools. When circumstances with the
mother’s lifestyle became threatening and difficult, the participant returned to live with her
grandmother (going back to her original high school). They did not inform social services. She
thought she would be on her own and living on campus when going to college, but the pandemic
pushed her off campus to return to her grandmother’s already full home. She ended up staying
with the family of a college friend for a while. She is currently living with a family member, who
she has recently met for the first time. She is paying rent and helping pay for groceries at this
location. Her hope is to return to campus and live in the community with friends.
Each of these participants has had to scramble to find safe living spaces during their
formative years as well as in their years of early adulthood. All study participants have learned
skills in keeping and maintaining a household living space, mostly from grandparents or from
learning these skills at a younger age in self-protection or in protection of younger siblings. The
study participants commented during their interviews how supportive and helpful the Fostering
Success staff members have been in covering information related to many of the topics on the IL
list, and in referral to local agencies for other assistance.
The Table below identifies the number of each study participant whose comments
indicated involvement with the content (Persons 1-5). The table also identifies code
words/phrases, integrated field notes, and quotations (excerpts, statements and phrases used) and
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interpretations aligned with this cluster. Quotations from the participants support the selection of
codes. Codes represent comments from three or more of the study participants, reflecting
experience of a majority of participants.
Findings of consistencies, inconsistencies, and results through interpretation are offered
following Table 12.
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Table 12
Finding Safe Lodging, Maintaining Living Space, Community Resources, and Support Systems
Codes

Quotations

Persons 1, 2, 3, 5 Sometimes the rules are helpful,

Person 3: “but depending on who your foster family is and

especially if you haven’t had rules. Rules seemed

how they run their household teaches you a lot, because it’s

to help in understanding importance of self-

just like if you had parents when you’re 15, 16, you know,

discipline and avoidance of impulse behavior;

these are just bonus parents in your life. And so my foster

recognition of what other families do regularly and

family, we had chores in the house and they would teach

how different from her upbringing.

us, you know, this is how you do things, and we have
specific times that we sit down and we eat and the area

No longer needed to find her own way with “bonus

needs to be cleaned up and you have chores to complete…

parents” but also resistant to rules and clamping

And also like my brain just always said like this is what

down on independence. She is entering this place

your mom had and if you don’t want that this is how you

with a background of little structure needed. Her

get what you want and you work and you do your laundry

culture was one of ensuring how to get by on her

and you do the dishes and, you know, you work hard for

own or with a sibling, often under radar of other

what you want it to be like.”

adults.
Understanding of the self-discipline as training for
a preferred way to live life (rather than what had
been provided by parent)
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Table 12, continued.
Codes

Quotations

2, 3, 4, 5 Hard working, work

Person 4: “I will be very blunt. My mother was kind of sloppy and having a

ethic very important, OCD work

lot of kids around didn’t make it easier so I was very used to growing up in a

habits, instilled need for order

dirty, cluttered environment. I honestly think it gave me OCD and I think it

and

did for my sister, too, because we shared a room and it was always clean and

cleaning habits – seemed often

she was always cleaning the house.”

on the move – to various shelters
in area or region.

1,2,3,4,5 Others obtained

Person 1: “my caseworker when I was like going through the whole like

information from social worker

foster care situation, she talked to us a lot about it. She, before my

or from Fostering Success or

grandparents had obtained guardianship of us, she actually sat down with my

from other agencies with which

sister and I and gave us a whole list of things that we qualified for because of

they were familiar

being in foster care, so that when we took the next step to go to college we
knew that these resources were available for us and that we could get money
to go to college.“

Safety and Support Consistencies. The consistencies in information and reported
behavior provided by the study participants included all having safe housing at this time in their
lives. Each of them is able to navigate resources specific to having safe housing and maintaining
their living space. Work ethic was also referenced in the ability to care for one’s living space and
in reference to being obsessive about it in reaction to experiences occurring while growing up.
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Participants each have an appreciation for living in a clean and orderly space. They each
expressed how the related chores learned earlier in life were in ways helpful in establishing selfdiscipline. Four of the five looked forward to college as a pathway to live safely on campus as
well as to get the longed-for education. Community resources seem to be better known in the
hometown than they are in the college town or new place of residence. Lack of recall was
evident for at least three of the study participants. This aspect could be trauma related, or
information overload, or simply due to getting tired in the interview.
Safety and Support Inconsistencies. These included the varied backgrounds,
particularly differences between structured out-of-home care experience and non-foster/informal
experience (whether the experience was within extended family or arranged through a faith
group). The two participants living with grandparents expressed appreciation for and love for
their grandparents. The participant having resided with extended family at no time indicated any
sign of loving emotional attachment to extended family who cared for her. She expressed
disbelief and anger and having been afraid regarding extended family who abused her (and
others in her family). One participant was able to speak to the issue of the importance of home
maintenance in the frame of having been homeless with parental lack of ability to provide safe,
clean home for the family.
Safety and Support Interpretation. The context of the experience of discovery in
relation to IL topics was more pronounced than the content in this section of interview topics.
Earlier in the chapter, contextual comments were described as the canvas or the base upon which
other experiences are illustrated. Topics applied to context involve the telling of more
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background experiences, entailing more emotion in the conversation. What does this mean for
the study participants? These are individuals who largely did not have stable home background
as youth. They had experienced abandonment and abuse. Stability is important. They were aware
of the looming aspects of transition to adulthood. Most were making plans by age 16 or earlier to
manage their next steps toward full independence. They were in control of deciding where they
would go next in life (to college). They had become accustomed to keeping an orderly
household, some in reaction to lack of order and lack of structure. While some may have rebelled
at having house rules imposed, most seemed to believe the house rules were established as a
safety factor and a way to learn self-discipline (with the exception of abuse imposed via chore
duties and resulting harm if not done well). While their understanding of community resources
was based on prior experience with the resources, they had each utilized the Internet (with mixed
success) to find answers to their questions or needs. They seemed to have calculated what they
would need to be ready for in good order, some with support from grandparents, foster parents,
and the staff members of the Fostering Success program.
Cluster: Making Healthy Choices, Having Healthy Relationships, Creating and Keeping
Lifelong Connections to Supportive Adults
While this cluster embraces three of the topics of IL, it also overlaps into more of the
contextual elements of the interviews. There are multiple components with each topic. Interview
conversations about making healthy choices included discussion of nutrition, diet/exercise, rest,
and substance use and abuse. Having healthy relationships included having friendships and
intimate relationships as well as attachment and fear issues. Keeping lifelong connections to
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supportive adults included in some cases those whose help was enlisted while in out-of-home
care. The responses in this cluster were more laden with emotion than in early clusters. These are
the topics that drew more background information from the study participants. These topics also
align closely with the concept of basic needs discussed in the introduction to the previous cluster.
As noted in Chapter Two, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) are identified as sources of
trauma that continue to impact individuals into adulthood. “In the ACE Study, we found that
there was a distinct relationship of ACE Score to impaired memory of childhood, and we
understand this phenomenon to be reflective of dissociative responses to emotional trauma”
(Felitti and Anda, 2010, p. 6). Felitti and Anda citing often unrecognized traumatic events as
powerful, offer an overview of compensatory behaviors found in public health problems caused
by traumatic childhood experiences (2010, ). “These (ACES)experiences are lost in time and
concealed by shame, secrecy, and social taboo against the exploration of certain topics of human
experience (2010, p.14). Felitti and Anda offer examples of public health concerns as result of
compensatory behaviors like smoking, overeating, and alcohol and drug use which provide
immediate partial relief from the emotional problems caused by traumatic childhood
experiences” (2010, p.13). Additional quotations from study participants in this cluster
demonstrate further the impacts of childhood trauma in adult lives.
Healthy Choices for one participant included escaping an abusive household at age 14.
For another, healthy choices included returning to her grandmother’s home due to parental
relapse to addiction. Another participant identified engagement in high school athletics as a
turning point in her battle with obesity. Most of the participants identified counseling and
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therapy as a healthy choice to aid in processing abuse received as well as depression and general
mental health issues.
Healthy Relationship commentary aligned with many of the back stories regarding
healthy choices. Most participants experienced either physical or emotional abandonment or
both. Concerns and fears were expressed regarding whether and when an intimate relationship
will develop with a partner, the challenges of keeping friends when one feels the need to push
everyone away, and the ease with which one can fall into dangerous behavior when “people
resort to things that make them feel not alone”(study participant, personal communication, winter
2021). Watching a parent make bad decisions led to a participant striving to make good
decisions regarding her own behavior. Learning how to stand one’s ground in a relationship
growing toxic was another example of the experiences that bring meaning to the term Healthy
Relationship.
Creating and keeping lifelong connections to supportive adults was an area discussed
with a combination of pride and caution. There is a point in each participant’s story when she
makes an active decision to trust at least one other person. The situations related to a sense of
pride. Examples include plans to invite grandparents to attend college graduation as the first in
her family to complete a college degree. Pride was demonstrated in discussion about the first real
foster parent of one participant still taking an active role in her life, offering support and advice
to a happy young mom. Pride was noted by one participant in owning her own home, and in the
thankfulness for helpful managers and supervisors in a workplace who guided a young person
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struggling with tax processes, and thankful for people employed at local social service agencies
who had served her family, still willing to provide advice and direction as part of her network.
Caution was evidenced in the expression of fear of desertion, fear of discovery of a
participant’s situation (whether homeless or child of addiction), fear of commitment, and
experience during care in which no hugs, pats on the back or verbal support were offered.
Participants looking for guidance and not finding it from the care givers where they lived went in
search for guidance elsewhere. Parents of close high school friends were noted with appreciation
for stepping in the help, as was an older sibling.
As has been done previously, the table below identifies the number of each study
participant whose comments indicated involvement with the content (Persons 1-5). The table
also identifies code words/phrases, integrated field notes, and quotations (excerpts, statements
and phrases used) and interpretations aligned with this cluster. Quotations from the participants
support the selection of codes. Codes represent comments from three or more of the study
participants, reflecting experience of a majority of participants.
Findings of Consistencies, Inconsistencies, and Results through Interpretation are offered
following Table 13.
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Table 13
Making Healthy Choices, Having Healthy Relationships, Creating and Keeping Lifelong
Connections to Supportive Adults
Codes

Quotations

Persons 5, 3, 2 Always need to be on your toes

Person 5: “I lived with her for two years, with her abusive

“because (with addiction) you never really know”

boyfriend and his three kids, and it was a, it was really hard,

(what is coming next). Struggle with Impulse –

a lot of stuff going on all the time. I basically did live alone

you have to fight to not follow in footsteps of

when I was there- they kind of just left me there. I worked a

addiction

lot. I went to school”.

Persons 3,4,5 Ease of falling into dangerous

Person 3: “People resort to things that make them feel not

behavior

alone”

Persons 1,2,3,4,5 Fear of Discovery - Hiding

Person 1: “I’m very closed off to people and very careful

situation from others, not wanting friends to

about like what I say to people because I, like I’m very open

know, not wanting to be different,

now about talking about the situation and everything that

embarrassment, shame, fear of losing connections

occurred to me as a child, but, you know, I’ve been working

and support due to identity

on that years, for years through therapy and all…, I hate

Persons 1,3,4,5 Clinical depression and

lying. I, it’s just something I hate doing, but when it came to

undiagnosed

like my family situation and what was going on in my life, I

depression, in counseling (1 yr to 8 yrs to

tried to make it look like I had a perfect life”

ongoing)

Person 5: I didn’t want friends over only because I knew that
my mom and her boyfriend, it would, you know, anything
could happen and I didn’t want to put my friend in a position
where she wouldn’t want to come over again or, yeah. “
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Table 13, continued.
Codes

Quotations

3,4,5 Lack of role models for healthy

Person 4: “So it’s mostly just been, counseling has helped

relationships, loneliness, struggling…

figuring out healthy relationships and like how to be in
romantic relationships but it’s been a lot of trial and error,
honestly, yeah, because my parents divorced at a very young
age and my grandparents still live together but like, it’s like
a separate room kind of thing, like just financial support, like
so basically every relationship in my life is very unhealthy,
so it’s very hard to figure it out, seeing that in your
surroundings, but, yeah, it’s been, like I said, a lot of trial
and error.

Knowing how to stand one’s ground

Person 5: “I don’t want to be like that, I don’t want to do

(relationships, time to leave home/seek other

that- so I learn the right way”.

living situation, leave toxic boyfriend)

Healthy Choices Consistencies. Consistencies through discussion related to Healthy
Choices, Healthy Relationships and Ongoing contact with Supportive Adults were presented
with smiles and with tears, with ups and downs. Where there would be a traumatic event or issue
presented, there was not always a supportive adult to help resolve situations. When asked to
identify supportive adults for life-long connection, there was little hesitation. Two participants
felt very much supported by loved ones (grandparents, husband). Some study participants shared
a sense being alone without support at several points in the interviews. Self-reliance seemed a
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primary goal for most. Concern for making healthy choices was expressed in light of not wanting
to repeat behaviors of parents. Development of Healthy relationships was seen as a challenge for
most study participants.
Healthy Choices Inconsistencies. These were more apparent in discussion of
relationships. Study participants want to be in relationships with others, but are conflicted by
their emotions, background, and trauma experienced in their young lives. Desire to have close
friends is countered by pushing away the people who become friends. Counseling therapy is
helpful in talking about healthy relationships, but when it comes to figuring it out with another
human being, a participant withdraws. Healthy choices are recognized as important, and those
who are students are carrying full academic loads and working a minimum of two jobs to get by,
behavior that could be identified as not very healthy but certainly normal.
Healthy Choices Interpretations. How does the researcher think the participants are
thinking about these topics? Participant emotions were piqued regarding personal issues within
this cluster of topics. There were more tears and open sadness as well as a firmness or sense of
resolve in presentation of experience. What might it mean for a young person in college or
recently graduated to have the struggles and experiences these study participants have shared? It
might mean they have challenges with self-care and isolation. It might mean their go-to people
are few. Pride in accomplishment is evident for all study participants, but also feeling insufficient
– like they are never “enough”. It might mean they are tired of feeling alone, but not willing to
risk trusting others. Some lived a life of invisibility, not wanting others to know their family
situation. There were limited supports in High School for all participants – only one or a few
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teachers or counselors knew their situations. Some who did know the background apparently
failed to report abuse as required, further diminishing the process of placing trust in another
human being. Some participants are still seeking safety net relationships but afraid to commit for
fear of being abandoned again. Caution in engaging with others beyond the superficial was also
evident in each interview.
Cluster: Context of Basic Needs
From the reading of the first transcript and in the process of reviewing subsequent
transcripts, it was striking to see and hear the willingness of the participants to share some of
their most basic challenges. Their basic challenges are what many people may identify as basic
needs. What seemed at times to be casual conversation actually revealed great hurt, anxiety,
confusion, and concern for personal well-being. From the beginning of each interview when they
were asked to tell about their OHC experience, the study participants were candid, emotional at
times, and striving to help in the understanding of the role IL has played in the lives of persons
from OHC.
Because the concept of Basic Needs was not included in the topics associated with IL, it
was decided to move ahead from coding to the identification of sub-themes associated with this
topic of Basic Needs. Three sub-themes have been developed from these codes: Unstable Living
Situation, Family/Emotional Support, and Safety/Abuse/Abandonment. These will also be
addressed in the section on Results.
The table below identifies code words and phrases aligned with this context cluster.
Again, context is not associated with IL topics or with New Public Service theory in Public

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

237

Administration. The codes reflect the canvas upon which the experiences of aging into adulthood
are illustrated. Selected quotations not included in previous cluster tables are included. The Table
also identifies the number of each study participant whose comments indicated involvement with
the content (Persons 1-5). The table includes code words/phrases and integrated field notes.
Codes represent comments from three or more of the study participants, reflecting experience of
a majority of participants. Findings of Consistencies, Inconsistencies, and Results through
Interpretation are offered following Table 14.
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Table 14
Context—Basic Needs
Codes and early interpretations: Unstable Living

Selected Quotations

Situation; Family/Emotional Support;
Safety/Abuse/Abandonment
Unstable Living Situation
•

Person 4 “I realize that it’s very hard to become

Persons 1,2,3,4,5 Homelessness; unstable

close with your families or the people who are

housing situation; food deprivation; unclean

taking care of you, it’s very hard to rely on them or

living spaces

be open with them, so it can get very confusing and

Persons 2,3,4 Not knowing where individual will live

you can get lost with a lot of things very easily”.

next… trauma from changes in placements; unsure of

Person 4: “ I definitely prepared myself since I had

lasting reunification;

gotten a job at 16 to be ready by the time I turned
18 to be able to be on my own, because like I just

•

insecurity; Variety of placements; Living with

didn’t want to be a part of it anymore. I had been

strangers – people you don’t’ know anything

so sick of it, like the whole system was just,

about.

honestly, it was a mess and like it just was so hard

Family/Emotional Support
•

for me to figure anything out for myself and feeling

Persons 1,2,4 family separation, little or no

like I have to figure everything out by myself and

knowledge of status of family (where they are,

just not have any help ever and like financially,

are they together);

school, mentally, emotionally, just everything.

Persons 2,3,4 lack of emotional support

It was like, here’s a foster family, you
don’t know anything about them, you don’t know
who they are,
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Table 14, continued.
Codes and early interpretations

Selected Quotations

Unstable Living Situation, continued.

you figure out how to grow up, figure everything out
on your own while figuring out your emotions and
having to deal with like your previous family and
everything that’s already happened, it’s just like, it’s so
much, and they just don’t prepare you for it, and then
let alone like it’s just, like I felt like I wasn’t prepared
at all for adulthood and like I had to prepare myself,
which is the only reason I was ready, so I definitely
would not extend my stay or wish to visit them again
because it was a very painful experience and I just kind
of avoided them at all costs and like stayed in my
bedroom a lot. Like, I would never leave because I just
like never wanted to be anywhere besides school
[crying].”

Safety/Abuse/Abandonment
•

Person 5: “ I learned, at least when I got to HS I

Persons 1,2,3,4,5 Lack of safety net – no

learned that they only think of you really as a number

response in terms of required reporting when

there. You know, there’s so many kids there, teachers

issues were shared with teachers/counselors-

aren’t really involved in a lot of the students’ lives

allowed abuse to continue; parent taking

unless they’re a coach or something, you know, so that

earned/saved money; narrow network of

was something I had to learn to do on my own and I

adults to trust;

went through all of that stuff with my mom.”

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

240

Basic Needs Consistencies. The listing in Table 14 can be overwhelming and
certainly speaks to the need for positive intervention and support in the lives of these
young adults. Consistencies are based in the observation that not all issues in the Table are
occurring with every study participant at every moment of their life experience. This is not a
simultaneous experience for most participants. And yet, each study participant carries with her
memories and relatively fresh experiences in relation to these sub-themes. Related activity
included elsewhere) is that four of five study participants have engaged in counseling and/or
therapy to aid in addressing the issues and concerns. There is clearly a sense of the hard work of
healing and recovery with all study participants.
Basic Needs Inconsistencies. These are not present in this cluster. The study participant
experiences are coded above. The codes developed into sub-themes based on the consistencies of
evidence presented.
Basic Needs Interpretation. The context of Basic Needs fits as one of the themes found
in this study. These experiences happened to these individuals. Some of these experiences are
still happening and include aspects of post-traumatic stress experienced by the study participants.
Trauma has been experienced by each study participant. The data presented in Chapter Two and
earlier in this chapter on Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) fits well with the sub-themes
identified in the Basic Needs cluster. Further discussion of the Basic Needs theme is included in
the Results section of the chapter.
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Section Three: Themes and Sub-Themes Resulting from Interpretations of Findings,
Including Discovery of Patterns
For the purposes of this study, the results are found primarily in the interpretive
comments that follow the tables of Themes and sub-themes. Results are also found in the
identification of patterns. Patterns were identified in the fifth and sixth step of the Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The steps were presented in Chapter Three.
Research Question 1 Answered
Two primary research questions (RQ’s) have guided the work. The first question, RQ1, is
“How might Independent Living services have helped make meaning of or enhanced transition to
adulthood for study participants who are young adults having lived in Out-of-home care?” The
results of this study demonstrate use of IPA in development of clusters, themes and sub-themes,
and patterns related to the topics of IL (combined with the context of Basic Needs).
Possible gaps include eligibility or perceived eligibility for IL services, and how those
gaps are addressed by persons not eligible. In this study, one participant engaged periodically in
IL services while still in high school. The other four did not engage. Perceptions of eligibility are
mixed. Some participants were not aware of IL services. Some were in kinship care situations
that may or may not have provided a factor of eligibility for them. The apparent randomness of
the exposure to or awareness of IL on the part of study participants was troubling to the
researcher.
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Themes and Sub-Themes.
Table 15 is an abbreviated Table of Themes with listed sub-themes. The Table offers a
preview of the results of the study. Each theme and its sub-themes are discussed in relation to
study participants, along with any patterns found to be emerging for study participants. Themes
and sub-themes are expanded in narrative form below.
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Table 15
Themes and Sub-themes (abbreviated)
Basic Needs as Context applies to all study participants

Priority of Education and Work applies to each study

as the background canvas upon which their experience

participant in their expressed knowledge of the

lies.

importance of completing a degree in higher education

Sub-themes:

and having sufficient training to obtain full-time work

•

Safety and stability in living situation;

that will support themselves.

•

Having a sense of belonging in a family,

Sub-themes:

group or community;

•

Pride in proving oneself;

•

Experience of abandonment and abuse;

•

Need for Safety Net (financial, educational,

•

Development of self-discipline

relational);
•

Work Ethic

Attention to Task and Organization may be both theme

Challenges with Health and Relationships were faced

and pattern. Each IL topic discussed seemed to overlap

by each study participant. This theme involves

into how one organizes one’s thoughts in expression as

discussion of healthy choices, development of healthy

well as how one is aware of deadlines, due dates,

relationships, and the presence of supportive adults in

where to find resources.

the lives of study participants.

Sub-themes:

Sub-themes:

•

Control of situation;

•

Self-care;

•

Confidence as organization skills develop and

•

Isolation and invisibility;

tasks are accomplished;

•

Attachment and trust with caution.

•

Challenges with memory loss and confusion.
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The study results indicated there are four themes identified from conversations with study
participants. Each theme has a series of sub-themes developed from the Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis process described in Chapter Three. Other questions were added at
secondary and tertiary levels as the study developed with the participants. A constructivist
approach was used throughout the study, drawing out and utilizing the point of view and
experience of the participants in the study to explore how they make meaning of IL (Creswell et
al., 2018, p. 24). The four themes with affiliated sub-themes were developed as a result of
examining the ways Independent Living topics have influenced the lives of the study
participants.
The themes were derived from the content and cross-document analyses of transcripts of
the interviews conducted with the five study participants. The transcript of the focus group
conducted with three of the study participants was included in the analysis. The clusters above
include the direct quotes supportive of the results. Content used for themes and sub-themes was
derived from the initial Tables created for examination of the clustered IL topics, presented
earlier in the chapter. One theme and its sub-themes reference the recognition of context,
different from content, that arose during the analysis process. In identifying whether validity and
quality have been reached in an IPA process, Smith et al., (2009) cited Yardley for identification
of sensitivity to context as the first of four principles of quality IPA research (p. 180). Yardley’s
principles were reviewed in Chapter Three.
This array of four themes represents the nearing culmination of the IPA. A brief
description of patterns believed to have developed will be addressed at the end of this segment of
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the chapter. There are some overlaps across the themes and sub-themes. The sub-themes and
themes may seem disconnected from the Independent Living curriculum topics. The sub-themes
and themes are descriptive of the situations faced and mechanisms the study participants used to
navigate their pathways to adulthood. Exploring the manner in which participants make meaning
of IL as a concept is the key to this section. Engagement with formal IL training received is less
of a focus.
Theme 1: Basic Needs as Context. Basic Needs as Context applies to all study
participants and is the background canvas upon which their experience is illustrated. This theme
is drawn from Table 15, above. The theme of Basic Needs references the work of Maslow
(1970). As cited in Harrison, “Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory states that basic needs serve
as motivators that push people to action, but that higher needs become less relevant as survival
becomes the priority” (2019, p.121). The needs must be met in order, starting with the most basic
of needs, the physiological needs, and progressing through safety and belonging (Harrison, 2019,
p.21). These basic needs as context must be addressed in order for higher order needs to be met.
Evidence from the study indicate all participants have struggled with physiological needs, safety,
and belonging.
Sub-Theme: Lack of safety and stability in living situation – An unstable living
situation was a recurring theme for all study participants. Instability included the participant
whose parent was only willing to provide a roof over her head and the participant whose parent
left for weeks at a time, providing no resources. It also included the participant whose mother
relapsed to addiction shortly after the 18th birthday of the participant, leaving her with nowhere
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to go, no resources or direction. Other participant experiences included homelessness, food
deprivation, having to live in unclean spaces. Three of the participants would be in situations in
which they did not know where they would live next. Participants identified trauma as an
outcome of changes in placements. Those who were reunified with a parent were unsure of
lasting reunification, and therefore, experienced housing insecurity and relationship insecurity.
The variety of placements and the challenges of living with strangers about whom the
participants knew nothing felt unsafe.
Sub-theme: Concern regarding Family/Emotional Support – In thinking about either
voluntary or involuntary removal from the custody of a parent, the researcher identified
situations in which the family structure was unstable or not accessible. Emotional support for
study participants was absent for some in the OHC experience. A participant spoke about living
with extended family members (kinship care) and not knowing where her parents or siblings
were, or if they were alive. Another shared that the custodial parent took the younger children
and moved to another state. A third participant indicated she and her sister went to one
placement with grandparents and her two brothers went to another placement with other
grandparents. There was not communication between or among the siblings. Another participant
indicated she did not have much family, so had to move in with her grandmother – who she did
not know well and did not care to spend time with at first. The evidence of lack of emotional
support for two and possibly three of the study participants included physical punishment for not
completing chores, and no physical signs of affection (no hugs or even pats on the back) shared
with the study participants.
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The Sub-theme of Safety/Abuse/Abandonment included participants reference to lack of a
safety net. This term seemed to have similar meanings across the variety of information provided
in the interviews, although there is certainly overlap with other sub-themes. The primary
example is the response to reporting of personal circumstances made by study participants to
teachers and counselors in the school system. All five participants had shared their living
situation with teachers or counselors who they had trusted. All five reported either no response,
or response having taken a long time in terms of action required to protect a child. It was the
understanding of some participants that teachers and counselors have a mandatory obligation to
report concerns of child abuse. The perception and the reality for these participants is that by not
reporting or following through, the teacher/counselor allowed abuse to continue. Another
example of abuse included a parent taking the child’s earned/saved money. Having an evernarrowing network of adults who could be trusted in the lives of participants, furthering
isolation, was yet another sign of lack of safety. Other evidence of abuse and abandonment were
shared in the interviews, to include general neglect of the living space on the part of the custodial
parent. Another element of safety, possibly the result of trauma experienced, is the repeated
sharing of information regarding memory challenges. These were referred to by study
participants as black-outs, fuzzy thinking, haziness, and lack of recall. While not specifically
discussed in the interviews, head injury is common among those who have experienced trauma
(anonymous personal communication, April 24, 2021). As indicated earlier, Felitti and Anda
identify impaired memory as reflection of emotional trauma (2010, p. 6).
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Interpretation: Each study participant has had extended periods of their lifetime in
which basic needs have not been met. Although they now seem to be striving toward completion
of degree or next goal, the impact of trauma through adverse childhood experiences (ACES) can
have long-lasting debilitating impacts. “Research shows that the more ACEs a person has, the
higher their risk for mental, physical, and behavioral health challenges later in life” (Resilient
Wisconsin, DHS, 2021). This information is confirmed in the major study of ACES hosted by
Kaiser-Permanente (2021) and in research conducted by Felitti and Anda (2010). Identified in
Chapter One, the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the population of youth with OHC
experience is greater per capita than it is for veterans of the military (How to improve child
protective services, 2012; Salazar, et al., 2013). These youth are “five times more likely to
experience Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) than their peers in the general public and are
diagnosed at a higher rate than military combat veterans “ (Grant Me Hope organization, 2019).
Theme Two: Priority of Education and Work. Theme Two applies to each study
participant in their expressed desire and knowledge of the importance of completing a degree in
higher education and having sufficient training to obtain full-time work that will support
themselves in their chosen field of study.
Sub-theme: Pride in proving oneself. Demonstrated with smiles in sharing plans for college
commencement, in animated conversation about having found the right major, and in discussion
of how meeting the academic goal will place participants in jobs where they know they will
make a difference, pride in proving oneself was evident throughout the interviews. A study
participant was proud to explain the planning she and her sister did to arrange their exit from
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abusive kinship care. Pride was shared by a participant who realized she, too, could go to college
and not couch surf or spend her life working at various part-time jobs. With each relay of this
type of pride came a comment or brief story about how advancing in education and life felt like
putting someone else in their place. Pride, as demonstrated by study participants, is the outward
commentary of the value of self-worth and hope.
Sub-theme: Need for Safety Net (Financial, Educational, Relational). The concept of
safety net mentioned in the Basic Needs theme is different from the need for safety net in this
sub-theme. It is the good fortune of these students that the Fostering Success and ASPIRE
programs exist at the university. The combination of academic advising and provision of
advising regarding some of the topics of IL have been described as “amazing” by study
participants. Some have noted they would not have been able to navigate college without the
presence of the staff in these programs. As much as these programs have been a safety net in the
university setting, so have helpful and instructive supervisors, managers and co-workers in the
part-time workplace. People know when they are respected and held in regard. Study participants
talked about how it felt to have helpful co-workers in learning parts of a job or in exploring a
new major. Supervisors and managers helped figure out the forms to fill out for federal tax to be
withheld, and sometimes provided meals in the workplace. To know there is someone to rely on
has been very important to the forward movement of study participants. When formal IL training
was not or was no longer part of the experience for study participants, the resources and kindness
provided by others was particularly welcomed and appreciated.
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Sub-theme: Work Ethic, Development of Self-Discipline. This sub-theme speaks to a
concept of work ethic that arose from the study participant conversation. It includes willingness
to work hard, complete tasks in a timely manner, be on time for work, be courteous in the
workplace, and be worthy of praise and reward for a job well done. The study participants shared
they each had part-time jobs from age 13-14 and through college. The experiences that drive
work ethic and self-discipline seem to come from widely varied backgrounds. Some participants
noted having had to do an excessive array of chores as a young child, one to the point where she
thought the chores were abusive and were followed by physical abuse if done incorrectly. Others
did not like living in disarray and filth, so took it upon themselves at age 9 or 10 or younger to
keep things cleaned up, do the laundry, and generally take care of the household. Another spoke
with delight about the role of babysitter as entry point to her chosen career, while a fellow
participant spoke grudgingly of having to care for young ones in the household where she was
assigned to live as a foster youth. Other comments referred to watching their parent function, and
not wanting to live life like that.
For some, the sense of self-discipline and work ethic came initially from having to work hard
under scrutiny with threat of punishment, additionally having to work hard to keep up with the
messes left by others in the household. For the few who had not had a life with structure and
responsibility imposed by parent, learning house rules and work habits was a hard lesson. The
participant who described never having been taught workplace boundaries is someone who pours
herself wholeheartedly into the job, works long hours and then is exhausted, so quits the job or
becomes ill. This behavior is akin to those described previously regarding research about ACES.
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Interpretation. Pride, as demonstrated by study participants, is the outward commentary
of the value of self-worth. It means quite a bit to the study participants to be in college or to have
graduated, and to have overcome (or still be working on overcoming) a range of experiences of
abuse and healing recovery. Moving in a positive direction toward career and life goals is a
dream come true for study participants.
Regarding the safety net sub-theme, to know there is someone to rely on has been very
important to the forward movement of participants. Examples given include the Fostering
Success program staff as well as co-workers, managers, social workers, and other supportive
adults.
Work ethic is a part of the self-discipline needed to meet deadlines, complete projects,
and position oneself for greater responsibility in the workplace. Work ethic for the study
participants is derived both from abusive relationships and from learning in situations where
respect and positive regard are modeled. Work ethic can also lead one to bury oneself in work in
unhealthy ways unless workplace boundaries are established and practiced.
Theme Three: Attention to Task and Organization. Theme Three may be both theme
and pattern. Each IL topic discussed seemed to overlap into how one organizes one’s thoughts in
expression as well as how one is aware of deadlines, due dates, and where to find resources. The
sub-themes address the ability to address and manage complexity. Sub-themes are as follows:
Sub-theme: Control of Situation. In the life of each study participant, there were
elements over which they had no control. Many of these have been mentioned in the pages of
this study. There were also elements they learned to control. With one participant, designing the
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plan to escape the abusive household kept her in control. Another made a decision to save for
buying a home of her own so she would not be homeless again. Another stated that she needed to
stay on her toes, aware of her surroundings, when living with a parent because she never knew
what addiction (behavior of parent) would bring. When a parent’s behavior became
unmanageable, a participant asked to move back in with her grandmother. Each of these
scenarios present opportunities for a participant to be organized in thinking and practice, and to
prioritize and complete necessary tasks. Such hypervigilance can be related to anxiety disorders
(anonymous personal communication, April 24, 2021). While all of these are behaviors of selfprotection, they also demonstrate a maturity in decision making and resourcefulness. Did they
learn this behavior as an independent living topic? It is not likely that most of them, perhaps any
of them learned these resources and behaviors in the IL process. It is believed, however, that
self-management and control of situation are part of the skill set needed to be successful in living
independently.
Sub-theme: Confidence as Organization Skills Develop and Tasks Are Accomplished.
This sub-theme concerns process as organization skills develop and tasks are accomplished. It
includes the ability to address and manage complexity (whether in completing forms or in
finding resources). Multi-tasking seems to be part of the confidence development sub-theme.
Each participant is carrying a full academic load (or as much as is possible given pandemic
circumstances). All five have held part-time jobs while in college. One alumna is working parttime while preparing to open a small business. The other alumna is working with her husband to
raise children under the age of four and in her “spare time” is looking forward to being involved
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in the children’s schools as well as eventually pursuing an advanced degree. While the business
at hand seems to be getting done and participants are moving forward with their lives, time for
relationship development seems to be lessened with three of the five study participants. One
participant remarked that her entire goal structure for the last four years has been on getting her
education and being sure she has had enough to live on. She admitted the emphasis on self-care
and relationships has taken a back seat to these priorities. She had been working in retail and also
in construction. These were areas that may complement her choice of major and the work she
will accomplish in her field. Another participant discussed the challenges of working three jobs
while trying to get through her coursework. The researcher suggested talking to her academic
advisor about obtaining internship credit while working at one of the part-time jobs (which is in
her field of study).
Interpretation. There may be familiarity and comfort in getting tasks done. There may
be solace in having something to focus on aside from personal relationships or the past life
events leading to separation from family, or challenges on the horizon in starting new business,
preparing for graduation and career, or networking with other parents with an aim toward better
child development practices. At the same time, there seemed to be a position of “see how much I
can take on and get done” expressed by participants. This position may be another element of
pride in ability and capacity to control the situations at hand and to do so with confidence and
competence. It may also be a coping mechanism used to mentally or physically remove oneself
from traumatic situations (anonymous personal communication, April 24, 2021).
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Theme Four: Challenges with Health and Relationships. Issues embedded in theme
four were faced by each study participant. This theme involves discussion of healthy choices,
development of healthy relationships, and the presence of supportive adults in the lives of study
participants.
Sub-theme: Self-care. This theme was evidenced by each study participant in several
ways. They each have spent time in counseling and advising with professionals. While one
participant spent high school years avoiding doctors because she did not know if she had any
medical insurance, she is now in regular contact with a physician. At least three and possibly
four of the participants have spoken of depression. At least one has a diagnosis of depression.
The time spent in counseling ranges from one semester or term to eight years for the group of
study participants. Each of them understands the importance of health and wellness and making
healthy choices. Three of the participants indicated they will do whatever they can to not repeat
the behaviors they have seen in their parents. Some of these behaviors include addiction and
abandonment. Four of the study participants mentioned importance of nutrition and exercise in
management of health. One shared how a battle with obesity and lack of hygiene in high school
was due to homelessness, food insecurity, couch surfing without access to a shower, and trying
to be invisible to others. One participant is involved in an academic major related to this field.
One is opening a small business related to this field. One indicates the grocery choices she makes
for her family include organic foods and avoidance of the foods she loved as a high school
student. References to not knowing what addiction issues will come home with a parent were
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raised. It seems all participants are aware of what they need to do in this area and are meeting
their needs as best they know how.
Sub-theme: Isolation and Invisibility. These themes were discussed in each interview
and in the focus group. While each participant had a different experience and story to share,
similar comments made were related to fear of discovery, inability to develop friendships, and
the pragmatics and feelings of abandonment. These included the desire for others at school to not
know what was going on in one’s homelife, to not have people know the parent no longer had
custody, and to not let on to people that homelessness was now a way of life.
Three participants seemed to have been led to believe it was sometimes safer to lay low
than to draw attention to oneself. This lesson in isolation and invisibility was a function of
homelessness, addiction, and/or possibility of pursuit of custodial parent or family member by
authorities.
As explained by participants, some high school teachers who were informed by the study
participant of their circumstances were helpful. Others either did not report what had been told
them by the study participant, or potentially did not believe the circumstances. Some study
participants were involved in faith groups or in clubs, athletics or extracurricular activities in
high school. All of them had part-time jobs from age 13-14 forward. These experiences, while
viewed as protective factors, seemed to help them in meeting people outside of the classroom
setting and in starting to develop friendships. When the study participants arrived at campus and
learned of the Fostering Success program, this was for some the first time they had had
opportunity to meet other young people who shared out-of-home care experience in their
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backgrounds. While there is still a sense of aloneness and loneliness for some, their
circumstances are in transition toward a greater openness with others (although with caution).
Sub-theme: Attachment and Trust with Caution. This sub-theme is a reflection on the
role of healthy relationships and presence of supportive adults in the lives of study participants.
As study participants shared their experiences, it became clear to the researcher how challenging
it is to trust another person when prior experience indicates it is not wise to do so. Regarding
supportive adults, the two participants who were living with grandparents were forthcoming with
the help received in these situations, as well as the love reciprocated. One participant found the
first real foster parents she had to be wonderfully patient and supportive of her, setting up house
rules for her safety and eventually interested in adopting her. She is still in close connection with
these people and has expressed love for them. Another participant shared how her access to
supportive adults, people she had known for a long time and who had taken her in informally,
abandoned her when she shared her sexual orientation with them. The actual foster family she
had after that experience were complete strangers to her, people with whom she had no
connection and who evidently did not believe in hugging a child in distress or offering support
and congratulations for good works. The parents of some friends were supportive of some study
participants, explained in various situations as having a second mom role.
One study participant thought of foster parents as bonus parents because they were there
to step in and provide safe housing when most needed (even though the participant indicated she
was rebellious while living there). Each participant had in some way or ways been abandoned by
a parent, teachers, informal placement providers, extended family members, and possibly in
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some cases by the child welfare system. Is it any wonder most of them have challenges with
attachment? One indicated that if she is getting too close, she just ends it and either pushes
people away or leaves the relationship, thinking the other is going to leave her anyhow. Another
indicated she just will not stand for being in a toxic relationship. If she has a sense of toxicity
(being used, lack of reciprocity), she leaves the relationship.
Each study participant currently has at least one supportive adult in her life, a person she
can rely on and who demonstrates appreciation and friendship. For some it is the grandparents.
For others, a sibling or spouse is the most connected. Additionally, supportive adults were
identified as having provided (and still providing) advice and direction, a place of respite or
temporary lodging, kindness, acceptance, patience, willingness to explain why structure is
needed, ongoing connection, love.
The result of these varied experiences is related to the study participants’ abilities to
maintain relationships – either friendships or relationships with intimacy as a factor, as well as
connections with supportive adults (that may last a lifetime). Each of the participants expressed
having struggled (or still struggling) with these aspects of relationship development. To attach to
another person freely and with reciprocity is or has been a risk and a hurdle for each of the study
participants.
Sub-theme: Challenges with Memory Loss and Confusion. This sub-theme is addressed
in relation to study participant maintenance of organization skills as well as its role in challenges
regarding health. There were challenges in recalling information in the interview for at least
three of the participants. This could be attributed to having had no prior experience with IL, or it
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could be loss of memory, or interest in maintaining privacy to protect self or others. One
participant mentioned the sense of having no recall of years of prior experience, calling it a
“blackout”. Another participant seemed to think she was discrediting people who had supported
her if she indicated information had not been shared with her. She explained that maybe someone
had talked to her about IL services, but she really did not remember. This statement was
consistent with other statements she made, apparently trying to never place blame on others for
her circumstances or lack of information. Memory loss due to trauma of experience was evident
for three participants in discussion of how long they have been in counseling related to their
separation from parent/family. Memory being hazy or fuzzy was common for four participants in
relation to how they learned about IL topics as well as in explaining relationship concerns.
Indications of having some things not to be remembered was consistent in the study population,
possibly related to abuse.
In discussion of the initial separation from parents there was a consistent sense that four
of the participants re-live the process on a regular basis. Details were sharp. The fifth participant
indicated she had very little recollection of her family prior to age four when she and her sister
were informally placed with an aunt. The comings and goings of memory have led the researcher
to wonder how much memory may be lost as self-protection and how much may be related to
just being completely overwhelmed by the tornadic experience of separation from family and
everything it entailed for these participants. There may be so much going on right now at this
stage of life, without a lot of outside support, that it is difficult to hang on to all the details in life.
Felitti and Anda identify these experiences as present within the ACES study (2010, p.6).
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Interpretation. Challenges with health and relationships in the study population have
been many. The sub-themes cross over into other themes in the study. It is unknown whether
formal involvement with the IL services or topics would have been helpful in expediting
knowledge, access to resources or changes in behavior. For the most part, these five women are
navigating these aspects of their lives on their own. They have some support from other adults in
their lives with whom they are close or whose professional expertise they rely upon. They are
doing well with self-care. Discussion of how they are addressing mental health needs with
counseling and professional attention, issues regarding nutrition, and awareness of the impacts of
substance abuse and addiction leaves the researcher hopeful for their futures. When one has to
hunker down to get ahead and maintain focus on one or two high level goals, it seems the goals
are met but relationships in development or attention to self-care may slide. The invisibility
factor can be viewed as a response of safety and retreat. The ability to trust another human being
and to open oneself to the risks of relationship with others is a great hurdle for some participants.
Supportive adults are few but very meaningful in the lives of the study participants.
Complications with memory, for whatever reason, may leave some feeling a lack in ability to
manage one’s life. These behaviors and experiences match the evidence presented by Felitti and
Anda regarding the role of ACES in exacerbating public health concerns in regarding poor health
outcomes in adult populations (2010).
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Discovery of Possible Patterns: Safety, Work Ethic, Healthy Relationships
A few topics are repeated across each of these final themes. The presence of the topics in
multiples of the themes indicates there may be a pattern or patterns influencing various aspects
of the lives of the study participants in relation to Independent Living topics.
The issue of safety is addressed within all four themes. Whether it is a safe place to live,
being physically safe, having a safety net of supportive adults or other resources who will
intercede or be helpful upon request, or being able to feel safe in an intimate relationship with
another human being, safety is a strong consideration for each participant.
Work Ethic also spans all four themes of IL in that it influences or is part of the
development of self-discipline, task management and meeting educational and career goals.
Work ethic is found in self-care in relation to use of work as safe-harbor. It is also represented in
concerns about unhealthy work behaviors and lack of workplace boundaries. It is found in the
pride taken in ability to overcome significant challenges, find the courage to advance in the face
of adversity, and truly, to persist in striving to meet one’s goals and dreams.
Healthy relationships were discussed in each interview. The topic spans all four themes.
Healthy relationships were not modeled well in the immediate family background of each study
participant. Some were able to use other family members as role models, some had to go outside
of the family to begin to learn how healthy relationships work. The topic ties to the isolation
most expressed and caution in developing friendships or including friends in what was going on
in the family setting. Study participants striving to figure out how to establish relationships of
intimacy have shared how this is a discussion in counseling, but participants have not yet been
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able to develop intimacy with others. One outcome mentioned previously is the intensity of focus
on school and work and avoidance of relationship development.
It is thought by the researcher that these three topics – safety, work ethic, and healthy
relationships operate as patterns threaded through the four themes (Basic Needs as Context,
Priority of Education and Work, Attention to Task and Organization, Challenges with Health and
Relationships). It is these patterns and themes that, for this group of study participants, identify
the essence of Independent Living. If any one individual from the study believed she had these
three elements, the interpretation is that she would believe herself to be successful in living
independently. The concern with these topics is more profound than concerns expressed with
other topics discussed in the study.
Regarding Research Question Two: Participant Familiarity with Topics Included in New
Public Service Theory
Research Question Two
The second research question, RQ2 is “How does the Public Administration theory of
New Public Service align with the experience reported by study participants?” The study
participants were not sufficiently familiar with the concept or practice of Public Administration
to offer qualitatively useful commentary on their experience with use of New Public Service in
communities with which they are familiar. While this may be an appropriate time to revisit the
theory, developed 21 years ago, it may not be appropriate to do so with what the researcher has
termed “newly minted adult citizens”.
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Due to the lack of familiarity with the functions of Public Administration/public service
on the part of the study participants, this section is written as a narrative summary of the activity
without coding or table or quotations/excerpts. There was a common thread regarding expressed
lack of familiarity with the workings of local and county governance on the part of study
participants. There was also a common goal to contribute to the betterment of services offered
for youths and young adults learning about IL services. These were the two consistencies in the
interviews.
As a theoretical perspective on the work of Public Administration, New Public Service is
a path toward more inclusive, collaborative relationships between and among public
administrators and the populations they serve. New Public Service supposes “seven principles,
… most notably that the primary role of the public servant is to help citizens articulate and meet
their shared interests rather than to attempt to control or steer society” (Denhardt & Denhardt,
2000, p. 553).
The seven principles were reviewed with the study participants in an attempt by the
researcher to determine their base of knowledge or experience with having been served by
persons working in Public Administration roles. For the purposes of this study, those areas of
public administration were described as elements of city and county governance, the offices
people go to or contact when seeking assistance or doing business with a city or county. When
asked for further clarification, examples given included the places you go to register to vote, or
pay property taxes or water bill, or seek a building permit, or use a park pavilion facility, or
question a long-range plan for city or county growth.
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Aside from a general lack of familiarity with services, there are few other consistencies in
responses. There are many inconsistencies, and efforts at coding did not bring forward any
themes. There was not a point when three of them landed on the same conceptualization of
service. Examples of inconsistencies are noted below.
The study participants’ responses were as varied as their individual stories. There were,
however, a few moments in each interview when a few of them were able to offer varied
descriptions of their interactions with public administrators aligned with the principles of New
Public Service.
Some participants had some familiarity with hometown public services, but not with the
community where they currently live (or lived while in college), and not in a new community
they may have just entered. A few were familiar with the citizen advocacy role, having watched
or participated in marches or activities related to concerns about systemic racism in public
institutions such as city and county services.
There were mentions of having learned about some of the services in middle school
civics or social studies classes, with examples offered. Examples recalled from middle school
experience included talking to the police about the importance of having a uniformed adult at the
school bus corner because of violence among the students there, and volunteering to take
elementary school students on a field trip to the fire station to teach them the many roles of fire
first responders. Other examples included going to register to vote and voting for the first time,
going to paying the utility bill for the house rented, and various neighborhood watch efforts
supported by police—each offered by a different participant. There was some confusion between
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public administrator role and chambers of commerce roles, as well as between campus
administration and city administration. The latter was explained by a participant as the role of the
Chancellor and campus leaders in being a middle person between the city and the students. Some
participants were able to speak to some of the public service principles using the frame of
campus administration as provider of service and information.
In some examples, “money talks” was the theme regarding lack of affordable housing and
care for the environment. The option of “steering” was identified by one study participant in this
light. The participant believed there is a long history in her hometown of people with money and
big business influencing the public administrators and people who hold elected positions. Two
study participants indicated the needs or interests of other citizens are not examined or are
ignored in order to steer the agenda to growth. This perspective of government isn’t entirely
surprising from a group of young people for whom “systems” broadly haven’t always served
them well. These views could be seen as thinking strategically or as steering rather than serving.
There was not much understanding of or experience with the concept of shared interest
being explored between and among citizens and public administrators. Two of the participants
are currently homeowners. Neither had more than a vague familiarity with the services afforded
them. They were not familiar with city and county governance. They had little experience with
observing public service personnel seeking public interest. Neither of them recall ever having
been contacted by city or county administration to offer input on decisions that may impact them
as citizens of the community and taxpayers. One shared she had received a mailing about school
board activities. One indicated she had called the police to report hitting a deer and they offered
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to help her. She also mentioned not hesitating to call highway department to plow since she lives
on a remote roadway.
Two study participants think the people in the public administration roles are likely doing
honorable, valuable work, but are not specifically aware of what the work entails. Similarly, they
believe the people are being accountable and being held accountable for the work they do
(“otherwise they might be fired”). Their opinions are based on fleeting moments where a nice
person on the other side of a service counter helped them with solid customer service.
None of the study participants made a connection between case worker/social services
and county human services departments engaged in each of their situations. For the sake of this
aspect of the study, it is safe to say most study participants aligned public service with good
customer service. This is a concept three of them are familiar with, having worked in retail and
hospitality. Most study participants are just coming of age regarding understandings of public
service roles and responsibilities.
While pleased to have thought to attach this theory of public administration to the study,
the researcher is not surprised by the study participants’ range of responses and lack of
awareness of the services provided/roles played by public administrators. Denhardt and Denhardt
published the first effort regarding New Public Service 21 years ago. They identified the need for
another option in framing public administration due to an observed need for players to come
together in collaboration toward better “citizenship, community, and civil society” (2000, p.553).
This is an appropriate time to revisit the theory, but perhaps not with newly minted adult citizens.
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Consistencies and Inconsistencies
Perhaps the only consistency is the shared desire of participants to offer input to aid in
assessing public policy and serving youths and young adults in OHC and IL. Essentially, the
entire conversation regarding New Public Service presented a series of inconsistencies, described
above in this section. Very few consistencies were detected.
The researcher believes the events in the complex lives experienced by these study
participants do not leave room to absorb yet another layer of information about another
administrative process or system. Nearly all of them had no prior formal training in learning the
tasks of Independent Living beyond what was provided to them through the Fostering Success
program or found on their own. It is no wonder they have little to no understanding of the nature
of public service, or at least have not made the connections between role of citizen and role of
Public Service. It is possible the highly charged nature of their interactions with child welfare
administrators, for instance, might obscure any thoughts of “who these people are” that are doing
things like taking them away from their families and placing them with people they don’t know.
There are gaps they are trying to fill as they aim to complete college and move into new
roles as employed, productive, stable citizens. The IL tasks must take priority in their lives. The
description of this aspect of the study does not include interpretation. There have been no other
themes and patterns found to support the research question.
There are no other findings to report for this research question. However, the discussion
of this question in Chapter Five will include possible scenarios that could have been expected if
New Public Service was an active theme within the community.
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Bracketing and Interpretation
Challenges to this type of research include open identification and discussion of the
assumptions of the researcher regarding the study participants and/or the topic of the study
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 81). The process of bracketing is described as setting aside one’s own
experiences, “preconceived experiences” and possible biases to better concentrate on what the
study participants are sharing (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 314).
In Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, researchers are encouraged to be reflective in
the process of engaging with and interpreting the data: “the end result is always an account of
how the analyst thinks the participant is thinking . . . analysis is always tentative and analysis is
always subjective” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 80). The roles of bracketing and interpretation allow
for presentation of the voices of the participants as interpreted by the researcher, with
understanding of researcher biases in advance of the analysis.
Professionally, this researcher has worked with the Fostering Success program and has
some familiarity with the experiences of young adults with OHC background. She is a member
of the advisory board of the Fostering Success program. The researcher holds a bachelor’s and a
master’s degree and has recently retired from 42 years of work in higher education, having
worked directly with college students in out of class activities, social justice efforts, leadership
development, and community outreach. Personally, the researcher grew up without siblings in a
two-parent, lower middle-class household in a major metropolitan area.
With each transcript review the researcher would periodically stop and wonder, “what
was this young adult thinking as they were relaying this information to me, or as they were in the
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moment they are describing”. The comments on consistencies, inconsistencies and interpretation
following many of the tables include interpretive comments of the researcher.
To ensure the voices of the young adult were made clear, a multi-page summary of each
interview was written and sent to each study participant to ensure the interpretation of what they
presented was heard with accuracy. Corrections shared were added to transcript and field notes.
In addition, the focus group was utilized as a method to confirm comments that seemed to align
with one another in early development of themes and sub-themes.
Trustworthiness of Data
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis was implemented to explain the application of
data collected in response to the research questions noted above. Statistics Solutions (2021), an
organization engaged by Hamline University to support the research efforts of the university’s
graduate students, is the source of suggested structure for exploration of Trustworthiness of Data
and for some of the content structure for this chapter.
Credibility
Triangulation of data was implemented by use of multiple transcript reviews and video
reviews of the interviews. Development of written summaries was completed. These were emailed to individual participants and then approved by the study participants. Implementation of
a focus group with study participants as focus group members was utilized as another tool to
explore the research questions. The addition of field notes taken in the process was useful to
interpretation of the data. The dissertation committee members read the study and offered
feedback that was incorporated into the presentation of the study and final copy of the study.
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Transferability
The researcher believes it may be possible to transfer the process used in this study, but
the actual findings of this study are not able to be replicated. Qualitative research efforts such as
this one are not structured for replicability of findings. In development of the study the
researcher found many of the studies explored had a very small sample population, in part due to
challenges in recruitment of study participants (Gonzalez, 2014; Hedenstrom, 2014; Thompson,
2016). Phenomenological studies are useful in exploration of the influence of a topic or services
on the sample population. The findings of this study may be useful in the framework of a
systematic review of comparable studies (of phenomenology regarding youths and young adults
from OHC background). It may be useful to others seeking a model of phenomenological
exploration of a topic, or to college campuses with interest in developing support programs for
young adults from OHC backgrounds.
Confirmability
Activities undertaken to ensure confirmability of the work include the keeping of a
calendar of interviews and focus group, and writing activity (dated drafts kept). A record of
emails and messages with study participants were kept, and a record of emails with advisor and
committee members were filed. Completed registration and informed consent forms have been
kept and are secured. Member-checking was implemented ( the process of participants
reviewing and approving multi-page summary of interview).
The use of bracketing as discussed in Chapter Three was implemented to address biases
and researcher neutrality. In phenomenological studies, the researcher is supposed to be offering
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interpretation based on observation, best judgement and experience. The findings of this study
are based on experiences shared by participants. The researcher has not had prior OHC
experience. The researcher did work with young adults from the university setting who have
participated in the Fostering Success program, and has an ongoing interest in advancing the field
of study. The researcher’s bracketing statement outline is included in Appendix J..
Dependability
In terms of consistency of activities, the flyers and invitation used to promote the study
have been filed, as well as confirming email from staff involved in sending the information to the
study population. Registration and informed consent forms were emailed to participants who
expressed interest in the study. These were filed when returned to the researcher. Each interview
was scheduled at the convenience of the study participant. The Zoom connection link was sent
with confirming email. Each interview was lightly scripted with an introduction, verbal
confirmation of informed consent, and a list of questions to use in probing study participants
about their experiences. At the end of the interview, the next steps in process were described,
including when to expect summary review and reminder of date of focus group. Participants
were also informed of gift card being sent to them following each segment of participation in the
study.
The steps used in analysis of the data are described in great detail in Chapter Three. The
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) format presented by Smith, Flowers & Larkin was
a primary source for structure of data analysis (2009). Other researchers and resources cited
include Groenwald (2004), Braun and Clarke (2006), Burns (2011), and Statistics Solutions
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(2021). Smith, Flowers & Larkin present the work of Yardley (2000) in the discussion of four
principles for assessment of validity and quality in qualitative research included earlier in the
study (2009). The materials kept regarding the structure of the study could be used to replicate
the process.
Summary of Chapter
This chapter has provided significant detail about the findings and results of the research
study. Beginning with the participant profile and technical aspects of the study, findings from
coding and cluster development were shared. These were followed by exploration of results.
Results included explanation of themes and sub-themes, yielding potentially three patterns
common to the study participants meaning-making experience. The outcome of this IPA is the
reduction of data to components descriptive of the essence of independent living. The essence is
the manner in which people make meaning of the topic or experience, exploring how it
influences the lives.
As noted earlier in this chapter, a preliminary, pressing, broad-strokes observation was
made by the researcher in the early phases of analysis. Comments by study participants were
both contextual, based on the lives of participants as shared in the interview and focus group, and
content-oriented, based on knowledge retained in the process of learning about the IL topics and
how the learning influenced the participants (whether learning was formal or informal in nature).
The portions of life stories shared by participants were the canvas upon which the learning of
elements of Independent Living (IL) was applied. The context included personal history,
anecdotal examples of life in out-of-home care (or homelessness), and time and place of
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descriptive activity. Content was related specifically to how the individual came to learn about a
particular topic found under the purview of IL and how or whether there was any topical
influence on the adult lives of the study participants. In review at the end of each interview, the
IL topics and learning process were revisited regarding how they influenced the participants.
This chapter has presented an overview of how young adults from OHC experience
learned content knowledge and/or had experience with IL topics designated in the NYTD survey
and by DCF. The chapter also touched on participant familiarity with Public Administration and
the application of New Public Service theory. The context shared in the interviews and focus
group by study participants included glimpses of what Braun and Clarke (2003) referred to as
“everyday experience of reality” (p. 80). Groenwald (2004) referred to the process as
“reconstruction of the inner world of experience of the subject” (p. 20). A success of the study is
in the determination of findings and results in the study. The researcher was able to obtain
glimpses of the experiential reality of study participants, and to interpret the information shared
to a point where common threads or themes discovered offered evidence of patterns of meaning.
If the meaning of elements of IL can be identified and shared, there may be opportunity to
formally share the IL curriculum with more than just the limited number of youths currently
eligible for the services. In other words, the IL curriculum may be useful to youths and young
adults beyond those eligible to participate through existing systems and policies.
In the discovery of the patterns, it seemed to the researcher the core message threaded
through the process might be this: “With all of this going on in my life, these are the things or
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topics or resources that, for me, mean successful independence. Living independently,
successfully, as an adult person,” this is the essence.
Conclusions of the study, recommendations for practice and research, and
recommendations offered by study participants are shared in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSIONS
This study used the shared stories of participants to explore the phenomenological
essence of independent living (IL) services and/or topics, whether learned formally through
state-organized efforts, or informally on one’s own, at times with the support of other adults.
Experience with public administration using the framework of New Public Service Theory was
also explored.
This chapter will first review the purpose and importance of the study, essential elements,
and confirmation of the study in examination of selected literature. A brief discussion is followed
by recommendations and implications. The chapter ends with study conclusions.
In following the IPA process and methodological steps of phenomonology, the researcher
found there to be a great deal of repetition. Repetition represents the circuitous process of culling
and refining the data. There is a certain amount of deliberate repetition in the dissertation to
allow for reflection on the process and method as well as on the themes and patterns found in
data shared by study participants.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how former foster
youths, with and without disability, having resided in out-of-home care (OHC) in Wisconsin,
made meaning of their experience with IL services and/or topics, either provided to them or
obtained by them. Study participants were enrolled as young adults at a midwestern university. A
few were recent alumni of OHC and the university. While none of the study participants claimed
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disability in the registration, most expressed experiences with ACES and trauma. They also
shared experiences with depression, obesity, and other health and wellness issues, supporting the
work of Felitti and Anda (2010) in describing disabling public health concerns related to ACES.
In the process of exploration, open-ended questioning was used with young adults from
OHC experience in Wisconsin. The focus of the questioning was on how the study participants
made meaning of their experience with Independent Living (IL) services and/or topics. While it
has been reported that many youth and young adults desire a postsecondary experience, few
youths and young adults from OHC experience attend postsecondary institutions, and fewer still
complete a degree (Dworsky et al., 2011; Geneen et al., 2015). The researcher believed that by
engaging young adults currently enrolled or recently graduated in explication of the meaning of
the IL experience in their lives, data collected might be useful in the continued growth of
programs and services designed for the study population.
The collected data identified commonalities of experience as well as successes in the
independent living process. Many of the successes were due to the initiative-taking of the
participants or the guidance offered from their kinship caregivers. The study identified possible
gaps in services provided.
The relationship to public policy and public administration was in examination of how
the study results aligned with reporting from the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD)
and data from the State of Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (DCF), Bureau of
Youth Services, as well as how the study results aligned with New Public Service Theory,
introduced by Denhardt and Denhardt (2000).
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Importance of Study
This study is one of many qualitative research efforts attempting to bring forward the
voices of the people most impacted by child welfare policy: the youths and young adults who are
or who should be recipients of services. Many research papers and articles for publication
spanning the past 15 to 20 years have been found in the academic fields related to child welfare,
public administration and policy, psychology, economics, education, higher education,
rehabilitation and counseling, and more. For the researcher, the question comes down to how we,
as a society, can best address the transition needs of youths and young adults preparing to exit
OHC. Further, how can we best address basic needs and desire for healthy human interaction as
expressed by young adults who have prior experience in OHC? A natural first step was taken by
asking the study participants to share their stories. The emphasis was on the individualization of
services, discussed by Courtney et al. (2017), as critical to the future of serving this population.
The researcher believed it important to select an appropriate qualitative research
approach for this study. Criticisms of this type of research are expected. It seems challenging to
prove worthwhile the studies that, on a really good day, are able to recruit maybe 15 participants.
In addition, it seems the content of existing studies do not align sufficiently with one another to
be able to draw conclusions from a cluster of papers offering similar focus. When looking at the
range of qualitative phenomenological studies, one may notice a similarity: researchers give
voice to young adults who are willing to share their life experiences. Systematic literature
reviews, though few, can condense a combination of quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods
studies to offer a menu of shared themes. This may be a starting point for collaboration in
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research. However, there must be ways for the voices of young adults to be heard more clearly
and with more amplification than through systematic literature reviews. Qualitative methods are
uniquely suited to give voice.
The study presented here contributes to the body of knowledge regarding the sharing of
common experiences of the population of young adults. This study is one in which the voices of
five participants were shared in discussion of their experiences of learning the topics of IL. In the
experience of the researcher, young adults from prior OHC experience were each quick to note
how different their individual stories were from the story of the next person. This is an
understandable position to take, perhaps particularly so for those who feel and experience
isolation and invisiblity in their life situation, as well as for those still struggling with the impacts
of traumatic experiences. Yet early in the process of data review, it became clear there were
issues of context that spanned participant lives and stories, and issues of topical content
consistently shared by participants. There was a background context of basic needs shared by
each study participant that was sufficiently common to have been drawn as a theme outcome in
the study. While this study’s procedure may be replicated, it is unlikely the outcomes will be
replicated. The study may fall into the generally related categories seen in recent systematic
reviews of literature (Johnson, 2019; Haggman-Laitila et al., 2019; Parry & Weatherhead, 2014).
Advancing knowledge in the field will occur through the presentation of this data,
addition of the study document (the dissertation) to the Bush Library digital collection at
Hamline University, and addition of the study document to the online community of research
conducted by graduate students around the world. A summary and recommendations from study
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participants will be shared with the UW-Stout Fostering Success program. Recommendations
regarding NYTD data will be shared with staff members of the Wisconsin Department of
Children and Families.
Essential Elements
Limitations
The greatest limitation of this study was found in conducting the study during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The primary impact of the COVID-19 on the study may have been on
recruitment. The academic schedule for the students and work or related schedules for the
alumnae were disrupted. Some had to move to stay with extended family or friends. Courses
were moved to an entirely online environment, social life was disrupted, and some students from
the Fostering Success program left the university (Provider of campus services, personal
communication, February 9, 2021). Conducting the study during the year of the COVID-19
pandemic was a persistent factor in lack of response to recruitment efforts. In addition, there may
have been confusion about eligibility. The invitation clearly stated anyone who had been in OHC
was welcome to participate. Of nearly 30 students involved with the Fostering Success program,
very few eligible participants came forward to engage with the study. That there were fewer
participants than had been hoped or expected was something of a disappointment. The
commitment to the study made by the participants made up for the lack of numbers engaged in
the process.
Study participants were challenged by the 2020 pandemic as well. Course delivery format
changes created more stress for all three of the students whose lives had already been disrupted
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by complex dynamics. One study participant found herself couch surfing with family and friends
until meeting her biological father for the first time. At the time of the study, she had begun
lodging with him and his family, paying rent and helping cover grocery costs while attending
classes online and working several part time jobs. Another study participant was concerned for
the potential lack of an in-person commencement. She had been the first in her family to obtain a
bachelor’s degree and wanted to be sure her grandparents and siblings could be there to see it.
(The university later planned several smaller ceremonies to accommodate students and their
families). The third student participant was facing challenges getting into the lab and visiting
with a regular tutor. The times available to access the lab conflicted with work hours. She was
concerned about grades dropping and losing the jobs she had (her sole means of financial
support). Meeting with her academic advisor and Fostering Success staff for support suggestions
was recommended.
A further limitation involved the infrequent contact with case workers while the study
participants were in OHC. Related, only one of the study participants had any experience with
the formal IL services. She recalled meeting just a few times with an IL staff member. None of
the others had that experience. The type of placements experienced by each study participant was
not something that could have been anticipated. While the role of kinship care was not covered
in the original proposal, resources available through kinship care have since been explored and
included as reference material in Chapter Two.
In conversation with a provider of individual services with former experience in kinship
care, the researcher learned that if a youth or young adult is not placed within a certain parameter
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or program, the responsibility for IL training falls to the caregiver (Provider of individual
services, personal communication, March 2021). That person may be a licensed and trained
foster parent, a houseparent of a group home, an extended family member/friend (kinship care),
or other caregiver. Some caregivers are prepared and ready to assist a young person in navigating
the IL topics. Others are not. While kinship care homes are inspected and an annual meeting is
held between case worker and caregiver, there is no assurance that IL topics are covered, advised
or taught for youths and young adults in out-of-home care (Provider of individual services,
personal communication, March 2021). It was also indicated in the conversation with the
Provider of individual services that Workforce Innovations Opportunity Act (WIOA) supports IL
training in the university’s county through the Workforce Resource Organization. Automatic
qualifiers include homelessness, pregnancy, or parenting; identity as a former foster youth; or
verifiable disability (personal communication, March, 2021). The study participants would likely
all have met at least one of these criteria.
Another limitation was the manner the focus of the study itself needed to shift from the
original plan, based in large part on the limitations previously mentioned. While sub-themes and
themes common to study participants were identified in a meticulous Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), the number of participants limited the credibility of the
dataset and therefore the applicability of the data collected. With such low response, the
researcher proposed adding recent alumni of the Fostering Success program to the study. This
change pushed the number of study participants to five, still too few to meet a hoped-for standard
of credibility.
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A further limitation was the lack of representation of male students or of students of other
gender identity and sexual orientation, or ethnicity. The study participants were all White. This
aspect may also have limited the ability to gain a fuller picture of the experiences of youth. With
none of the study participants identifying disability on the registration form but most of them
discussing depression and outcomes of trauma experiences that may be classified as disability,
there was not a way to fully address that aspect of the study, either.
Delimitations
As boundaries for the study were set by the researcher, the following delimitations were
noted.
This was a qualitative research project, chosen because of the desire to include the voices
of the selected population and to explore aspects of key services provided to youths and young
adults from OHC. It is useful, however, to have broad representation in such studies. The limits
of study participant demographics may have limited the breadth of experience and demonstration
of meaning-making available in this study.
The theoretical perspectives included use of the methodology of phenomenology (Husserl
& Heidegger, as cited in Smith, et al., 2009). Use of New Public Service Theory was also
included (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007). As stated previously, these were chosen as the best fits
for the content of the topic as well as for the format needed to obtain data.
This study did not rely heavily on demographic data. The population was small.
Demographics of age and geographic home (rural, urban, suburban) were asked, but were not
used in examination of themes arising in the focus group or in individual interviews.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

282

A further delimitation of the study was in the ability of the researcher to bracket personal
and professional experience in relation to the topic. Having worked with the Fostering Success
program (as a board member and supervisor), the researcher has had a vested interest in the
growth of young adults transitioning out of foster care, as well as in how they are served.
To address the delimitation, committee members were asked for advice in reviewing
questions developed for the interviews. The decision was to move forward in managing the
processes and to monitor by bracketing the researcher influence, as called for in the research
design. An outline of the researcher bracketing memo can be found in Appendix J. The
researcher conducted the interviews and focus group. Each video and transcript was analyzed
manually, by the researcher. An external transcriptionist was used for conversion of videography
of interviews and focus group to written text. The researcher wrote the summaries and sought
clarification from the study participants as needed. The researcher conducted all of the
examination of data, including coding, development of sub-themes and themes, and
identification of possible patterns, consistent with Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA). The assistance of a colleague was enlisted to aid in technical support and field note
development for the focus group.
Assumptions
Theoretical Assumptions
The key theoretical assumptions of phenomenological research arise from the perspectives of
transcendental (the essence of experience) and hermeneutic (interpretation plus context)
philosophies, identified in the literature as the what and how, or as the descriptive and
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interpretive aspects of how persons make meaning of experience (Bendersky et al., 2009;
Moustakis, 1994; Neubauer et al., 2019; McPhail, 1995; Smith et al., 2009). In this research, the
emphasis on the discovery of how young adults with OHC experience make meaning of the IL
and transition services received, in relation to how they have progressed to adulthood, includes
the need to ask the what (what is the experience, and what are the content and context of the
experience?) as well as the how—how does or did the experience influence the individual?
Topical Assumptions
Topical assumptions are the assumptions about the young people with lived experience in
OHC who were interviewed, and about IL. Assumptions regarding young adults who lived in
OHC come from personal/professional experience with the population. Some assumptions may
have arisen from extensive reviews of related literature. The researcher believed participants’
prior experiences, life lived prior to OHC as well as life lived within an OHC environment, may
or may not have caused trauma in their lives. The researcher believed the young adults
participated in the study to improve services to current and future foster youth. This aspect of
participation potentially supports the review of NPS as a theory of public administration
applicable in this context. The researcher believed some young adults have had positive
independent living learning experiences, as well as some negative experiences. The researcher
believed some young adults fell through the cracks in a complex system of policies and
boundaries. Cheatham et al., describe youths with disabilities as overrepresented in the
population of foster youths aging toward emancipation, suggesting the opportunity to more
carefully tailor services to the needs of the individual (2020, p. 1). This last statement is
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reminiscent of the Courtney et al. (2017) recommendation for individuation of services. To
succeed, foster youths aging out of care likely need more than the training currently required by
law, in addition to adult mentoring and attention to the topics covered under the umbrella of IL.
These are the topical assumptions of this proposal.
Methodological Assumptions
Husserl reminded the researcher of the emphasis on the lived experience of study
participants: “thus, Husserl saw science as a second-order knowledge system, which depends
ultimately upon first-order personal experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 15). Methodology must
include the perspective of the researcher as well as of the participants.
Neubauer et al. (2019) explained the importance of rigour in methodology. They closed
their study with the caution that a checklist for methodology is not enough. Attention must be
paid to deep engagement of the researcher with the data—repeatedly, until it is believed the
fidelity of process is met (Neubauer, et al., 2019, p.95). Was the researcher able to read the
interpretation of the lived experience correctly, with fidelity to the voices of young adults? In a
preliminary sense, these may be considered research questions. In a phenomenological study,
and in constructivist approaches, the actual questions develop as the study progresses.
Study Design and Flaws
As indicated in Chapters One and Three, the researcher adapted the design map modeled
by Maxwell (2013) to frame the study. The design map may be found in Chapter One (Figure 1).
The design map identifies at a glance the goals of the study, the conceptual framework planned
for the study, the primary research questions addressed, the methods of implementation, and the
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manner in which validity was initially addressed. As a study of the phenomenology of the IL
experience, it was expected that additional questions would be raised for inclusion, and current
questions would be revised throughout the study, avoiding the use of jargon in questioning. A
constructivist point of view was utilized to cull and display the data in themes that in the
judgment and interpretation of the researcher matched the intent of the study participants. The
researcher relied as much as was possible on the manner in which the study participants framed
their experience with IL. The researcher then interpreted the experiences shared by participants,
while bracketing the researcher’s experience and biases. This procedure was accomplished to
move into the deeper development of the essence of the IL services experience as described by
study participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Research Questions
As described in Chapters One and Three, the primary research questions reflected the
project goals. The secondary and perhaps further questions grew out of the sharing of lived
experience by the young adult participants in the study. Some were posed to clarify engagement
with a topic.
The first question, RQ1, asked, “How might IL services and topics have helped make
meaning of or enhance the transition for youth-to-adulthood experience of the study
participants?” During the interviews, this was rephrased, as needed, to ask, “What did IL services
and/or topics mean to you? Please tell me about your experience with IL services.” The first
question was meant to focus on defining the content meaning made from the IL experience.
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The second question, RQ2, asked, “How does public administration theory align with the
experiences reported by study participants?”, or, “In reviewing this list of the way people
connect with the community where they live, which ones seem familiar to you or might have
been discussed in the IL services and/or topics? This question has to do with how and what you
may have learned about being a responsible citizen.”. The second was is in reference to New
Public Service theory developed by Denhardt and Denhardt (2007). The Denhardts identified
what is needed for public administration to serve the community member base and offered
structured themes, which the researcher used as the question protocols developed and in
participant response analysis. Since the study participants indicated interest in making systems
better for others now in OHC, they may have demonstrated the spirit of the theory without
necessarily understanding the full content or context of the theory.
Flaws
Had the personal communication about kinship care occurred prior to the development of
interview protocol, rather than after interviews were completed, it might have allowed the
researcher to be more nimble. Restructuring the questions to be more meaningful or familiar for
study participants who did not participate in IL services and for those who were involved in
kinship care might have increased response content.
There was not a way to anticipate the prior knowledge the study participants had
regarding roles of public service and public administration employees. Study participants may or
may not have gained knowledge in a civics or social studies class in middle or high school. It
was telling when none of them voluntarily identified their case worker as someone in a public
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service role or as a county worker. They struggled making the connection to public
administration. Adding this dimension of inquiry to this study may have been a flaw. It may have
confused the study participants. It seemed to have taken limited interview time from their ability
to articulate the IL experience.
Confirming Examination of this Study in Relation to the Literature
Recent systematic reviews of literature have been reviewed for application to this study.
Many of the documents cited aligned with the outcomes of the current study. While it is critical
to present the voices of youths and young adults most directly impacted, the voices may not be
heard except in numbers large enough to attract the attention of funders and decision-makers, or
in combination with studies similar enough to have been included in a systematic review of the
literature.
The process followed in this study was similar to four other dissertations whose topics
included inquiry into the activities of young adults who had transitioned from OHC. The
researcher did not find another study with emphasis on the specific process of learning the
elements of IL (with or without the inclusion of applications of New Public Service theory),
although elements of IL were included in a few of the dissertations discussed below. The four
dissertations written in the past six years were presented as brief profiles. Comparative
commentary was included in each profile in Chapter Four. The studies were conducted by
Hedenstrom (2014), Gonzalez (2015), Thompson (2016), and Harrison (2019). Each study was
small, utilizing eight to 12 participants. Study participants had left high school and were either in
a career training program, community college, or a university. The age ranges of study
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participants were similar. Each study discovered themes, some of which relate to themes
discussed in this study. All were phenomenological studies. Two used phenomenology to explore
other theories. Interviews ranged in length of time from 45 minutes to 90 minutes. Only one of
the researchers conducted multiple interviews with study participants. Generally speaking, the
similarities in observations noted between these studies and the current study lean toward study
participant lack of preparedness for adulthood, along with courage and persistence to keep
moving forward. Some studies reference the term “resilience” in this context. The researcher
does not believe there are elements of any of these studies that disconfirm data or interpretations
presented in this study.
Johnson’s (2019) systematic study of related literature covered empirical quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed methods research, studies large and small. Johnson was able to categorize
the literature regarding the influences on the success of youths formerly in foster care (2019, p.
6). The systemic review of literature identified several of the elements identified as sub-themes
or themes in this study, including mental health concerns, the importance of supportive
relationships, community programs and policies, experience with marginalization, the critical
nature of college support programs, and basic needs (Johnson, 2019). Johnson shared themes
from nine of the documents he reviewed as having referenced Mental Health concerns (2019, p.
9). Those he identified included depression, anxiety, PTSD, and inability to afford or access
mental health services (Johnson, 2019, p. 9). Each of these topics was addressed in the current
phenomenological study in coding and in sub-themes as well as in narrative descriptions found in
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Chapter Four. Johnson’s findings about mental health themes aids in validating the data
collection and interpretation in this study.
Similarly, Johnson (2019) identified twelve research articles in which supportive
relationships were a principal issue, noting the importance of having a variety of people in the
individual’s network of support (extended family, faculty, advisors, adult friends), as well as the
difficulty in developing and maintaining relationships (p. 7). These components were also
identified in the current study as important to the study participants.
Johnson (2019) found seven articles that spoke to the issues of marginalization, including
social isolation and fear of discovery (particularly discovery of personal story or reasons for
OHC) (p. 8). Ten of the articles reviewed addressed the concern for basic needs insecurity,
addressed as context in the current study. In Johnson’s work, food insecurity, financial insecurity
and housing instability were lead concerns, with lack of access to professional counseling and
therapy (for PTSD, anxiety, and depression) as considerations aligned with basic needs (2019, p.
8).
Johnson’s (2019) critique resulting from the systematic review identified the lack of
consistency in the use of theory across the breadth of the research review, lack of attention to the
“nuances of basic needs insecurity,” and a lack of awareness or lack of inclusion of the variety of
OHC settings (foster care, aggregate/group home settings, kinship care, other) (p. 10). The
current study used only the theory surrounding phenomenology in the study of the topic of IL in
relation to public policy. There were no other theories used (e.g., behavior ecology or other
psychosocial theories). If there is an expectation among phenomenological researchers to include
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multiple theories of behavior or analysis, and the current study does not do this, it may be a
drawback of the current study. Where there were attempts to use the content related to the theory
of New Public Service, the study population had very little experience with public
administration, and the intent of the study in this regard was not met.
Johnson (2019) indicated that the field is relatively new, but now needs consistent
structural approaches across the disciplines to draw more attention to viability of outcomes (p.
10). The primary conclusion of Johnson’s work lay in the importance of centering future efforts
in the national student success discourse regarding viable options and outcome models for
underserved populations (2019, p. 11). For the community of higher education adminstrators,
this is an important message to share and be heard, supported, perhaps, through efforts like the
Fostering Success program. Johnson’s critique is well-taken.
Rowal (2020) developed three in-depth case studies to explore how foster care helped or
hindered youths in their transition to adulthood. Her findings in review of literature and her
conclusions indicated evidence of the lack of the voice of former foster youths across the
literature base for this area of study (2020, p. 56). Rowal has also found lack of value placed on
research emphasizing those former foster youths who were on a positive growth trajectory (2020,
p. 195).
Qualitative studies were included in review and preparation for this study. These studies
consisted of small numbers of current and former youths from OHC experience being surveyed
and/or interviewed regarding their experiences exiting care and becoming independent (Berzin et
al., 2014; Blakesee, 2012; Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2013; Collins, 2013; Connelly,
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2016; Geneen et al., 2007; Harrison, 2019; Hedenstrom, 2014; Lee, 2010; Phillips et al., 2015;
Powers et al., 2018; Reed, 2014; Rios & Rocco, 2014; Steffe & McNamara Barry, 2012;
Thompson, 2016). These studies included examination of programs designed originally for
youths to develop needed “adult skills” prior to care leaving, and recognition that relationships
with advisors, mentors, or other adults willing to guide and listen might be more important than
skill-building.
Sommers (2013) offered promising strategies such as outreach to kinship care persons
and guardians for additional support in the IL process. Improved collaboration across agencies
and regions was also cited as a key recommendation for program support (Sommers, 2013).
Still, there was insufficient evidence in Sommers’ study (2013) to point to a conclusion
about the success of young adults navigating the IL services provided to them. As noted earlier
in this study and validated by a systematic review by Haggman-Laitila et al. (2019), it seemed
the authors were not able to identify standards of care or practice in the IL experiences discussed
in the studies they explored.
Consistent themes arose from the evaluations and studies explored and cited above in this
review about older youths in the care-leaving process: experience with trauma and an abundance
of real and potential pitfalls (e,g, abuse and abandonment or setbacks in education due to
multiple OHC placements); personal resilience in the face of these pitfalls; the cost of public
assistance into adulthood if Independent Living services are not successful; older youths’ desire
for independence; a sense of aloneness; search for guidance; and older youth overestimating their
personal readiness for adulthood/future. Authors have also called for the extension of study to
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vulnerable and underrepresented populations of youth. Thompson (2016) summarized some of
the frustration evidenced in studies of this nature: “aging out of the system, without the essential
75 skills to live as a successful adult in society, places the individual at a disadvantage and
impedes society’s ability to grow” (pp. 74–75). None of these studies seemed to be addressing a
specific theory or application of Public Administration.
General Impressions
The general impressions left after the confirming literature review were as follows:
1. Without appropriate support, youths and young adults from OHC experience are at risk
for a range of social ills that befall people who are in a vulnerable population.
2. Research and evaluation are feeding the development of statutes, public policies, and
programs to intervene, providing more and better services designed to aid youths in these
years of transition to adulthood. Attention has been more recently drawn to the need for
balancing interpersonal skills, interdependence, and socio-emotional skills against other
personal management skills such as personal financial management.
3. Youths and young adult voices are critical to the progress and development of supports
and services, particularly as researchers are looking to the needs of the next generation of
evaluation of large policy-driven programs serving youths and young adults from OHC
experience.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

293

Discussion
The Roles of IPA and Bracketing
The study implemented Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis as a method to
eventually reduce the data to a pattern of meaning related to the topic or topics being explored
(Smith et al., 2009). The process entailed the review of videos, reading, repeated review, and
highlighting, underlining, contrasting, comparing, and marking up of the transcripts in an orderly
manner. The detail required to meet the standard of the process was interesting and at times
overwhelming. IPA was the frame, or structure, for the study. Bracketing could be considered as
the matting, or base, upon which the context and content were set. The content and context, then,
were the canvas upon which the themes and patterns emerged with depth of perspective.
Considerable attention has been given in preceding chapters to the steps in IPA, as well as to the
concept of bracketing in providing the reader with perspective on interpretation. The process of
bracketing is described as setting aside one’s own “preconceived experiences” and possible
biases to better concentrate on what the study participants are sharing (Creswell et al., 2018, p.
314). The roles of bracketing and interpretation allowed for presentation of the voices of the
participants as interpreted by the researcher, with understanding of researcher biases in advance
of the analysis. An outline of the bracketing memo is included in Appendix J.
In this study, issues of safety, work ethic, and the need for healthy relationships appeared
to be the keys to or shared elements of the study participant group’s perception and experience
with Independent Living topics. It was these broad topics that gave meaning to the IL experience
for this group. The listening and discovery processes used, no matter how limited in scope this
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study might be, may aid in addressing young adult needs and concerns as we face coming
changes in culture and public policy.
New Public Service
It was troubling that there was so little expressed sense of recognition or connection
between the study participants and the public administration organizations and agencies that have
served them. The researcher provides the following as a summary of possible options available
to organizations and agencies that may be reviewing or seeking to improve how they interface
with youths and young adults in their community.
What Would Services Look Like if They Were Informed by an NPS Approach?
There is not a wide array of examples of the tangible implementation of New Public
Service theory available in the peer-reviewed literature. After scanning several search engines
using key word and subject searches, recurring themes included public service motivation,
organizational listening, equity, and equality. Age-friendly is a term used in describing
governance relationships with elders in the community needing access to resources. There was
little data (other than a minor reference to the return to formalized civics education) that might be
useful in framing the implementation of NPS in a community public-service setting. Community
public service in this sense may include offices within city or county government as well as those
at the state level.
An invited essay in The American Review of Public Administration from earlier in the
decade indicated that while it may be an intriguing possibility, NPS may not be as tied to market
forces (and therefore not as useful or applicable) as other theories (Perry, 2007). Perry examined
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the empirical and normative aspects of NPS as identified by the Denhardts and Paul Light (2007,
p. 8) The author’s recommendations were for continued pursuit of accountability,
representativeness, citizen protection, and citizen agency as paths to successful public service
(Perry, 2007, p. 14). The themes presented by Perry were made in reference to a revival of
Mosher’s work (1968) regarding Democracy and the Public Service as well as to review of NPS
themes presented by Denhardt and Denhardt (2000, 2003) and other researchers. The claim, in
conclusion, was that to complete a transformation to new public service, social institutions would
need to fundamentally change (Perry, 2007, p. 14).
Gray literature in the form of dissertations yielded more pragmatic suggestions for how
NPS may be implemented in communities.
Portillo (2019) developed a scale for measurement of the public value of public service as
experienced by senior citizens. The three elements deemed most pronounced in Portillo’s scale
were the importance of transformational leadership and transparent policies, the issues of trust
and legitimacy of policy and public action, and positive engagement in Information and
Communications Technology (ICT), termed e-government. Portillo was interested in how best to
create public value for citizens, as public officials are morally responsive to needs of the
population(s) they serve (2019). This age-friendly model may be adaptable in parallel service to
the newest of citizens—the young adults who lack the maturity to understand the scope and
breadth of public services available to them in a community. It is possible that starting with
education about e-government and ICT would be helpful in attracting young adults from OHC to
engage more directly with city governance.
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Keyes (2017) was also interested in age-friendly efforts, proposing “refocusing policy
attention on mobility, housing, the built environment and public services” (p. 1). The purpose of
the study was to implement a web-based survey
administered to a sample of 1,050 cities from the U.S. Census having a population over
10,000 and having at least 14% of their population aged 65 years and over. The goal of
the questionnaire was to help identify what kind of policy objectives cities establish to
facilitate the opportunity for older adults to live healthy and independent lives in their
communities. (Keyes, 2017, p. 1)
The study reviewed policies, analyzed them by category, and suggested an examination of the
cultural differences and needs between an aging population and the broader population of the
community. They also suggested the critical conversation regarding how to best meet the needs
of populations in decline (Keyes, 2017, p. 16). If a community were as concerned about the
recent OHC young adults (transient as they may be), a similar format could be followed to
establish parameters of service and possibly improve access to service and knowledge of services
among the OHC young adult population.
Randall proposed a New Public Service Theory of Urban Public Education that may have
some implications for public service work with young adults from OHC (2011). With emphasis
on a model that “values ‘people, not just productivity’ and affirms humanity,” (Randall, 2011, p.
1), the implementation of a program for at-risk young adults still in the school system was
explored in relation to retention efforts and successful graduation rates. According to Randall
(2011), “the objective was simple: become acquainted with over-age students and promote self-
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directed behaviors that would enhance lifelong learning and success” (p. 1). Engaging young
adults on a regular basis and also interacting with the teaching staff provided weekly
opportunities over five months to implement New Public Service as a path to success for young
adults exiting K–12 education. Citing Denhardt and Denhardt (2004), Randall (2011) noted, “this
theoretical approach to leadership focuses not on responding to the demands of ‘customers’ but
[rather] on building relationships of trust and collaborating with and among citizens” (p. 50).
According to Randall (2011), “the main theme of the New Public Service is the administrative
duty to reassert human beings as the preeminent value of public administration” (p. 50).
Randall’s proposed theory of NPS for use in secondary education encourages one-on-one
relationship-building with students. The school becomes, then, a place where “public service
managers have a special responsibility and unique opportunity to capitalize on the ‘heart’ of
public service” (Randall, 2011, p. 182).
While it is not likely a local community would afford a staff member to spend an hour a
week with young adults from OHC, it is possible that existing outreach programs to college
students may be expanded to include small group or one-on-one interactions, presentations, and
advising new members of the local community. A liaison role to supportive departments (such as
Fostering Success or others) established to reach marginalized populations of young adults might
serve to better inform new city residents as well as encourage their positive engagement within
the community.
McGuire (2020) put forward a study of the use of an equity lens in public policy and
services implementation, “leaving open questions on the extent to which a lens addresses
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structural inequalities” (p. 1). Using a case study approach, McGuire explored institutional
planning and decision-making processes, examining underlying values in public service and
community (2020, p. 1). The findings included discovery of research gaps regarding structural
inequalities, as well as offering recommendations regarding engagement of marginalized groups
at the front of process and policy development (rather than in review at end of process)
(McGuire, 2020, p. 163). While this study was implemented in a major metropolitan area, its
reach to a smaller community would not be out of the question. The common theme among these
examples concerns the humanity of New Public Service.
As the DCF includes youths from OHC in the Youth Advisory Council, so could a county
or city offer opportunities to youths and young adults in shaping service approaches that may
better meet their needs as part of a regionalized Youth Advisory Council. Functionality of the
group must remain strong to avoid being seen as tokenistic or as merely symbolic representation.
Denhardt and Denhardt (2000) proposed seven broad themes of public service, addressed
earlier in the study, “most notably that the primary role of the public servant is to help citizens
articulate and meet their shared interests rather than to attempt to control or steer society” (p.
217). It appears that “seeking the public interest” would be at the top of the list regarding
community public services outreach to young adults from OHC (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, p.
42). Examples provided here may provide a starting point for some of these efforts. Any of the
gray literature included here could be adapted for smaller communities if the interest was there to
address the needs of young adults who did not have much recollection of the civics education
received in middle school.
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Recommendations
It is entirely possible some or many of the recommendations included here are already in
process, or have been discussed and moved on for later consideration. Recommendations are
made in the spirit of collegiality and collaboration, in support of the study participants and in
recognition of the hard work it takes to maintain programs and services at consistently high
levels of functionality.
Implications for Practice
Implications for practice are offered in reflection on the development of context and
content themes, sub-themes and patterns found in this study. The essence of IL for the study
participants was in concern for safety, continued support of work ethic, and in development of
healthy supportive relationships. The focus group conversation led to recommendations about
programs and services that could be expanded to cover gaps experienced by study participants.
The themes, sub-themes, and patterns from the study support these recommendations.
Independent Living
Expanding the array of IL programs/services may reach a segment of the population who
may not currently be eligible for services, including services available for young adults with
undiagnosed disabilities and those in informal kinship care.
Kinship Care
A review of services available to youth and young adults in formal and informal kinship
care is encouraged to ensure services are made available to any of the youths or young adults
who have experienced OHC, particularly during the middle school and high school years. This
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activity may be a next step in the assurance that all of Wisconsin’s young citizens receive the
services for which they are eligible (or for which they should be eligible). This could mean case
manager relay of e-information (or a hard copy) directly to youths, with a copy for the caregiver
and consideration of follow-up contacts made to ensure quality control across the system. It
could also mean expansion of the Kinship Navigator website and inclusion of Kinship Care data
on the DCF Older Youth Dashboard, or development of a Dashboard designed specifically to
address Kinship Care. If a kinship caregiver is paid for services or if state funding is provided to
support a youth in care, data about the youth experience should be collected.
Background. There is an assumption that if a youth or young adult is in kinship care,
most if not all of the responsibility for IL and related training is with the kin providing the care
(Provider of individual services, personal communication, March 2021). This is a curious
approach, particularly in families with generational safety concerns or issues regarding child
custody, though kinship care providers are vetted by county social services in the placement
process (Provider of individual services, personal communication, March 2021).
Informal kinship caregivers may not be vetted. The expectation of kinship care providers
to own the responsibility for care is understandable, and there is funding available to support the
youths in the vetted, approved kinship care settings. The DCF BYS memo regarding Kinship
Care rates indicate the rate is $254 per month through 2021 (2019). Kinship care is surely also a
way to diminish costs expended on youths and young adults who may need the services equally
to (or more than) those who are eligible for IL services by law and policy. Kinship care rates of
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$254 are significantly lower than foster care rates of $545 for youths aged 15–18 (DCF BYS
memo, 2019).
IL can be an asset to all youths and young adults who are separated from their biological
parents. It is understandable from an administrative point of view why there are limitations, but
from an ethical and moral point of view, it makes no sense to deprive young citizens or limit
access to the tools they need to advance as adults in society.
Kinship Care Disconnect
One of the observations made by the researcher was the apparent disconnect between the
study participants who were in kinship care and their ability to use the DCF kinship navigator
system to obtain information or support. Whether a study participant was living with a
grandparent or other family member, there did not seem to be any awareness of the adult family
member having access to support as a care provider. This does not mean the support was not
being utilized. It means the young adults may have had no information about it. Building
summer and connective programs between high school youths in OHC and a university or
institution of higher education might aid in being sure the individual youths receive the
information needed. Parameters for assessing the success of these program might include
benchmarks such as event attendance, participation in ongoing activities, completing IL
curriculum, and successful provision of help to students with completing college and scholarship
applications, then engaging in the delivery of similar programs to other youths. Perhaps if the
Wisconsin governor’s budget proposal for the DCF is approved, funding could be provided to
expand Fostering Success as a transitional program serving youth populations across the state, in
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alignment with IL services and including outreach to potential participants from the kinship care
experience. As noted recently by Day (2020), “it is important that kinship care providers who
provide permanent homes to former foster youth through adoption or legal guardianships are
aware of these policies and resources that can be used to support the postsecondary goals of
youth in their care” (p. 2). Might there be a mentoring program for kinship care givers, training
them to cover the topics addressed in traditional IL curriculum?
Materials Distribution
Actively distribute the IL and Kinship Navigator information to every middle-school and
high-school guidance office. Add links to newsletters for school districts sent to families,
property owners, and taxpayers. Broadcasting the information may aid in getting tools into the
hands of youths and young adults preparing to leave care, as well as to their caregivers. To
follow the lead of Lipsky (2010) in discussion of Street Level Bureaucracy, they must be
responsive, particularly “when public service requires individual initiative, the cultivation of
experience, and a degree of empathy” toward the service recipient (p. 230). It may be possible to
collaborate in providing services to youths in the DCF foster care system, to youths in countycoordinated kinship care programs, and to youths who are unofficially in foster care—with
family or others. Youths and young adults with disabilities need to be included in these
conversations, as they are with the DCF BYS Youth Advocacy Council. Child Trends (2021)
indicated that 30 to 40% of the foster population in Wisconsin was in kinship care at the time of
this study, with another 20 youths for every one of the foster population of young people
involved in informal care settings outside of their family of origin. This is a 20 to 1 ratio that
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demands greater consistency in delivery of information designed to meet a minimum level of
care and support.
Fostering Success
The implications for practice are meant to be useful to staff in the Fostering Success
program at University of Wisconsin-Stout as they explore student and alumnae recommended
needs for onboarding new students. Responses may become useful to other campuses
considering addition of a similar program or services. Responses may also be useful to the staff
at the DCF as they explore further pathways to work with young adults preparing to emancipate
from care, particularly those with kinship care backgrounds.
Fostering Success Summer Program
Encourage UW-Stout Fostering Success to expand the summer and/or pre-college
program as a focus on delivery of IL topics (collaboratively with DCF’s IL Transition Resource
Agency contractors). Specifically recommended by two of the study participants (with a promise
from the researcher to include the recommendation in the study) is the expansion of the Fostering
Success summer program. Two participants had been involved in the program, one as an
attendee, the other as a student assistant. Suggestions were made to include specific IL
curriculum topics in this program as well as in the Bridge program offered prior to school
starting in the fall.
Fostering Success Traveling Camp/Conference
Study participants in the focus group specifically recommended the development of camp
or conference events held at sites around the state open to all youths preparing to leave care, age
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15 and beyond. IL and related topics could be covered there, as well as topics such as applying to
college and preparing for college (while still in high school). This could be a “travelling”
activity, with a team of presenters going to different corners of the state to diminish travel time
and perhaps better manage attendance. The suggestion was made to have current college students
and recent graduates, all or most from the Fostering Success program, register to help with these
activities. After training, these young mentors could then aid in engaging youth participants in
longer-term mentoring or small-group conversation to aid in preparation for postsecondary entry.
An assessment tool might be developed for each participant to aid in monitoring their progress
and comprehension of each of the IL topics. A closure ceremony might be offered to recognize
completion and progress. With only one of the study participants having worked with an IL
coordinator (and only briefly), and two of the participants having attended the summer program,
it was exciting and encouraging to experience their enthusiasm for the potential role of Fostering
Success in helping youths and young adults gain a firmer foothold on IL topics.
Fostering Success Events as Respite Care
Also suggested by study participants was use of these events (camp or conference) as
respite for foster parents/caregivers. The program could be staffed by Fostering Success students,
perhaps in combination with intern opportunities for Rehabilitation and Counseling, Mental
Health Counseling, and Human Development and Family Studies programs, among others. As
with the summer campus program recommendation, the Transition Resource Agencies for IL
staff may have opportunity to deliver segments of information to youths and young adults during
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these programs. Training those planning to staff such an activity would likely begin early in the
spring semester. Programs could also be offered as training or as support for caregivers.
Cross-Departmental and Cross-Agency Collaborative Approaches
While the researcher was aware of similar cross-departmental collaborations from
monitoring the outcomes of the Wisconsin PROMISE program, it may be possible for the
practitioners—the advisors and counselors in the Human Services setting, the social work case
workers, DCF, the IL contractors, DHS, and DVR—and the technical colleges and university
staff (i.e., Fostering Success) to collaborate in how to best meet the IL learning needs of youth
facing emancipation from care. DCF through the Bureau of Youth Services is already
implementing training programs for these staff populations to better serve youths and young
adults in transition.
By examining the themes, subthemes, and patterns found in the shared lived experiences
articulated by young adults from OHC, the picture of IL may be well served by merging with or
including others in delivery of services. The technical colleges and universities working to
develop outreach and retention programs such as Fostering Success could become asset partners
along with Workforce Resource to widen the safety net so needed by many youths and young
adults in OHC.
A study of youths and young adults housed in kinship care situations, both formally and
informally, may be a next step in the assurance that all of Wisconsin’s young citizens receive the
services for which they are eligible. Expanding program services may reach a segment of the
population who may not currently be eligible for services. Employing the cross-departmental
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collaborative approach toward evidence-based practices may be useful in coordination of
services provided to the youths and young adults in question (Larson & Langworthy, 2015).
Implications for Research and Policy: Advancing the Scientific Knowledge Base
Research and policy recommendations are combined into one section to encourage the
continued use of research in applying evidence-based practices, and perhaps including
participatory action research to present opportunities for policy makers and policy implementers
to better serve the public.
NYTD Survey
If NYTD is to be the national centerpiece of data collection for youth and young adults
who have experienced out-of-home care, wouldn’t it be important to expand the focus to include
all youth and young adults who have not been in the care of their biological parent? If courtordered care is the only care being evaluated, it seems a false view of the situation of OHC. With
only two of the questions in the survey of youths/young adults focused in the area of disability
(reference to use of Individualized Educational Plan, or IEP, and reference to whether incapacity
is a concern), the view of the role of disability in the OHC population is limited. This is despite
the fact that “most youth in foster care have traumatic family histories and life experiences that
result in increased risk for emotional and behavioural disorders” (Pecora et al., 2009, p. 134).
Research has also shown that foster youth have a “two times higher risk than combat servicemen
to develop post-traumatic stress syndrome” (Palmer, 2014, as cited in Thompson, 2016, p. 75).
Until the questions regarding aspects of disability associated with trauma are added to the
NYTD, the gap in identification of trauma as source of disability and concurrent inability to
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address treatment availability through enhancement of public policy remains. With the
recommendation for greater individualization of future NYTD efforts, the timing may be
appropriate to address disability (temporary or otherwise) and the impacts of ACES (Courtney et
al., 2017; Filletti et al., 2010).
Consideration of NYTD Exit Surveys
Develop further mechanisms to better track young adults who took the NYTD survey at
age 17. Reach out to those who have not taken the survey with greater incentives. Exit surveys or
interviews could be useful in collecting follow-up contact information. If youths don’t take the
survey at 17, there is no opportunity to further engage in the study. Including data regarding
numbers of youths and young adults who do not respond in later iterations of the survey (at ages
19 and 21) may provide a more informed view of the volume of persons who have experienced
OHC.
Consideration of NYTD Cohort for Kinship Care
The NYTD could consider addition of a series of data cohorts addressing Kinship Care.
These would be designed to better understand the role of providers and numbers of youths in
kinship care as a path of aid to and recognition of youths and young adults and their caregivers.
Reasonable Standard of Care
Testa and colleagues (2013) discussed how much control is needed to ensure youths are
cared for to a reasonable standard, particularly when the handoff from parent to family or family
friend is an informal one. Questions of trust, concerns for child safety, ensuring the child is
obtaining appropriate guidance—these are not always tasks that fall to the state. It would seem
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there is an ethical and a moral responsibility to bring to the table for discussion some of the
players in these circumstances, starting with the youths and young adults who have the
experience of being removed from parental care and being shifted, informally, to another family
member or family friend for care. While reaching youths and caregivers active in informal
placement may be challenging, the effort may lead to greater protection for youths as well as
provision of clearer paths to much needed transitional planning tools.
Extending Further Care to Young Adults
Embracing the extension of care beyond age 21 based upon need, particularly in light of
pandemic challenges, may make a positive difference in the lives of young adults, particularly
those challenged by lack of relationships with supportive adults. If residential care is not
available or not appropriate, consideration for development of a structured adult mentoring
program could be added to the profile of DHS as a handoff from DCF.
Coordinate Approaches to Qualitative Research Regarding the Study Population
What is the essence of the IL services experienced by former foster youths as they
prepare to transition away from out-of-home care? While there is an increasing number of
doctoral dissertations addressing the topic of youths’ transitions to adulthood from out-of-home
care in various states across the nation, there is an apparent lack of peer-reviewed and/or journalpublished research data, quantitative or qualitative, exploring the voices of young persons who
have experienced the Independent Living transitional activities that are the focus of this study.
The research and scientific knowledge base may benefit from a collaboration across
several institutions of higher education with masters and doctoral programs in fields related to
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youth and young adults in transition, or among campuses offering Fostering Success or similar
programs. If a grant or other funding were available, collaboration of research structure could be
established and agreed upon, phenomenological or otherwise. If the research team could conduct
training, share the transcript review process in the search for active themes, and monitor the
effort centrally, there might develop a clear and coordinated pathway for the expansion of the
qualitative base of data to contribute to the knowledge base. Systematic literature reviews
mentioned previously have expressed concern about the lack of coordinated efforts in
identification of issues and concerns faced by youths and young adults from OHC (HaggmanLaitila,et al., 2019; Johnson, 2019). As noted and quoted by Groenwald and cited by Law (2004)
in the explication of the phenomenological method:
the world we live in is fleeting, indefinite, and irregular; meaning methodological rule
following is counterintuitive. Established research methods might be fit for specific
purposes; however, there is a need to find ways of knowing the indistinct and the slippery
without trying to grasp and hold them tight (2018).
Implications for the Public Administration Research
There does not appear to be research about the specific application of public
administration theory or frameworks in relation to services received by the study population,
although Independent Living services have been discussed as public services in some studies. If
recommendations are implemented, there may be an increase in attention to the process youths
experience in emancipation from OHC to adulthood, due to the utility of youth voice in
analyzing services. There may also be a decrease in expenditure of public assistance funds and
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greater ease of youth movement toward an adulthood that includes higher education/training and
competitive integrated employment.
For youths and young adults facing emancipation, these actions may also offer an
opportunity to break a generational cycle of poverty. The public administration community may
benefit by adapting recommendations for study of how the case worker and IL coordinator
interface with youths and young adults in OHC. It would also benefit the youths and young
adults to consider a study on the role of county support services in outreach to kinship
caregivers. This researcher suggests that the themes of Street-Level Bureaucracy be considered
in framing such a study, since Lipsky’s work is in direct observation of frontline workers (2010).
Additionally, comments made in this study by young adults about the staff assigned to
their cases may be framed considering the perceived motivation of staff to work in public
service. While the process of moving youths and young adults from OHC into engagement in
planning their own futures is a state and federal mandate, and therefore not true community
engagement as Denhardt and Denhardt (2015) describe, the mandated process delivered by
motivated public employees and contractors can aid youths in development of skills and
characteristics needed to become independent adults (when the young adult is available to
participate). New research may add to existing theory to better describe current conditions in
public administration in relation to public policy regarding youths and young adults’ move from
OHC. A study of this nature might be accomplished by perhaps exploring the manner New
Public Service was adapted from New Public Management, with a reality check overlay of
Street-Level Bureaucracy.
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Conclusions
Conclusions only raise more questions for the researcher. It is hoped the questions raised
will be discussed and addressed in an ongoing manner with youths and young adults, with
service providers, and with legislators.
It was not a surprise to the researcher that the parameters of eligibility for IL services
were narrow. It is the belief of the researcher that many youths and young adults who fall outside
of the eligibility standard and are not using IL services could benefit greatly from access to the
information. While some may be able to utilize Workforce Resource or other WIOA contractors,
they are instead digging their own way through the Internet, finding short answers to long
questions, getting frustrated at times, but persisting to find their way through the maze of
information they seek. It would be useful to make the information they seek more accessible in
user-friendly ways. How can we, as supportive adults, professionals, and mentors, make things
run more smoothly and be even more accessible for this population? What do we as supportive
adults, professionals, and mentors in their lives need to do to encourage broader programmatic
support and collaboration for delivery of IL services?
If kinship care families are prepared to provide an informal IL curriculum, that is a real
asset to a youth entering their home. If they are not, as was the case with three and possibly four
of the five study participants, there needs to be access to the IL curriculum and support structure.
How do we as supportive adults, professionals, and mentors be the best advocates to ensure the
information needed by youths and young adults across the spectrum of OHC is delivered to them
in ways they can understand, appreciate, and embrace?
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The use of IPA is one method of gathering information from a study population. It was
selected to confirm and reassure young adults that their concerns, hopes, challenges, dreams, and
successes would be heard with attention to detail. For a population who may not have many
ready resource people willing to listen and advocate for them, this process was considered both
useful and supportive. Other methods to consider for future study include Participatory Action
Research and Case Study research. How do we as supportive adults, professionals, and mentors
continue to encourage development of the scientific knowledge base in this field of study,
locally, regionally, and nationally?
Through examination of themes and sub-themes developed through the study, potential
gaps in communication or services experienced by study participants in transition to adulthood
via Independent Living were identified. The discovery of meaning-making regarding these topics
did occur. Four likely themes with associated sub-themes and three possible patterns of response
were found.
It is thought by the researcher that these three topics—safety, work ethic, and healthy
relationships—operate as possible patterns threaded through the four themes (Basic Needs as
Context, as well as Content themes of Priority of Education and Work, Attention to Task and
Organization, Challenges with Health and Relationships). It is these patterns and themes that, for
this group of study participants, may have greatest meaning regarding Independent Living. These
patterns reflect the essence of independent living for participants.
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Discovery of Patterns: Safety, Work Ethic, Healthy Relationships
To conclude the study, it is important to revisit the patterns derived as well as the
meaning making process for study participants in relation to the patterns. The presence of topics
in multiple themes was the indicator of a pattern or patterns influencing the lives of the study
participants in relation to Independent Living topics and life as young adults.
The issue of safety was addressed within all four themes. Safety has been defined several
ways. Whether a safe place to live, being physically safe, or having a safety net of supportive
adults, safety was a key factor in the information relayed by study participants. It may also mean
having the sense of being able to feel safe in an intimate relationship with another human being.
Issues regarding intimacy in relationships—whether sexual or in context of close friendship or
familial relationship, was troubling most participants. Safety was a strong consideration for each
participant. Each study participant indicated in one way or another that resources to explore this
issue would be useful. Resources may include additional clinical counseling support or knowing
there is a trustworthy adult willing to listen to them and provide safe relationship space.
Work ethic also spanned all four themes of IL. Work ethic may influence or be part of the
development of self-discipline, the process of establishing task management techniques, and the
opportunity to meet or exceed educational and career goals. Work ethic may be found in selfcare in relation to use of work as safe-harbor and/or concerns expressed about unhealthy work
behaviors. It may also be found in the pride taken in the ability to overcome significant
challenges, find the courage to advance in the face of adversity, and, truly, to persist in striving
to meet one’s goals and dreams.
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Healthy relationships were discussed in each interview. The topic spanned all four
themes. Healthy relationships were not modeled well in the immediate family background of any
study participant. Some identified other family members as role models; some may have had to
go outside of the family to begin to learn how healthy relationships work. The topic tied to the
isolation most participants expressed and apparent caution in developing friendships or including
friends in what was going on in the family setting. Study participants striving to figure out how
to establish relationships of intimacy have shared how this topic is a discussion in counseling,
but participants may not yet have been able to develop intimacy with others. One inhibitor
mentioned previously is the intensity of focus on school and work and financial concerns as
potential for avoidance of relationship development.
To have narrowed the interview content from the five study participants to these few
paragraphs of patterned outcomes is potentially helpful in delivery of study content to various
stakeholders as well as in articulation of the utility of IPA in this study. Perhaps more important
is the ability to relay to study participants that their voices were heard, clearly, and because of
their contributions to the knowledge base, actions have been recommended to better address the
needs of youths and young adults from OHC background.
Final Overview of Findings: RQ One and RQ Two
The greater part of the analysis of data was in response to the first research question,
designed to gain clarity on the experiences of study participants in learning IL services and/or
topics. This process was successfully accomplished using Interpretive Phenomenological
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Analysis as method. While the outcomes do not generalize due to small sample size, the process
is one that could be replicated.
The second research question regarding study participant understanding and experience
with public service presented the study participants as eager to assist in improving
implementation of public policy. The study participants lacked the core understanding of the role
of public services to be able to respond with any consistency to questions about how they had
been served as local, county, or state citizens. Recommendations were made in this chapter for
the adaptation of elements of New Public Service using models developed in other research
projects.
In the balance of time spent on different aspects of this study, the greatest amount of time
was spent in analysis of each interview transcript, field notes, summary note comments from
participants, and focus group transcript. This is a highly circuitous method of data review. The
process followed was laborious, but useful in developing the ability to read and interpret
meaning with some accuracy.
The social systems that drive the OHC experience and the transition-to-discharge
experience for those youths in foster care are massive. From the passage of bills in the House and
Senate to the implementation of law as policy at the federal, state, and county levels, the child
welfare system is beyond complex. The key legislative benchmarks for programs related to this
study were useful to review and a reminder of what it takes to move action on any public policy
issue. Most impressive in the process has been the implication for the power of the voices of
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those most directly impacted by law and policy—the youths and young adults from out-of-home
care background.
The study has impacted the researcher in ways unimagined not long ago. Profound thanks
are offered to the five outstanding study participants. Sincere appreciation is forwarded to the
staff who work tirelessly across departments, territories, and boundaries to best serve students,
consumers, and clientele in these efforts. Please refer to the Dedication and Acknowledgements
pages for other recognitions of support.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

317

REFERENCES
American Bar Association Center on Children and the Law, Youth Engagement Project. (2019).
Quick reference guide federal laws supporting youth in foster care transitioning to
adulthood.
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child_law/youthengagemen
t/quick-reference-guide-laws.pdf
Anda, R. F., Porter, L. E., & Brown, D. W. (2021) Inside the adverse childhood experience
score: Limitations and misapplications. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 59(2),
293–295. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.01.009
Anderson, C. A. (2013). Identification of organizational and service factors to inform
development of evidence-based practice in a public vocational rehabilitation program: A
qualitative exploratory case study. [PowerPoint slides].
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2018). Fostering youth transitions [Policy brief]. Jim Casey Youth
Opportunities Initiative. https://www.aecf.org/resources/fostering-youth-transitions/
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2018). Strategy brief: Strong families—what are kinship navigator
programs? Retrieved on May 20, 2021, from SF_Strategies-to-improve-placementstability.pdf (netdna-ssl.com)
Annie E. Casey Foundation (2019). Future savings: The economic potential of successful
transitions from foster care to adulthood. Retrieved on May 20, 2021, from aecffuturesavings-2019.pdf

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

318

Anti-Defamation League. (2018). A brief history of the disability rights movement.
https://www.adl.org/media/6891/download
Avery, R. J. (2009). An examination of theory and promising practice for achieving permanency
for teens before they age out of foster care. Children and Youth Service Review, 32(3),
399–408. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2009.10.011
Barbell, K. & Freundlich, M. (2001). Foster care today (Issue Brief). Casey Family Programs.
http://www.hunter.cuny.edu/socwork/nrcfcpp/downloads/policyissues/foster_care_today.pdf
Beatty, P. L. (2014). A qualitative study exploring the perceptions of social workers concerning
independent living programs in conjunction with post-secondary education after New
Jersey foster youth "age-out" of the foster care system [Unpublished doctoral
dissertation]. Seton Hall University. https://scholarship.shu.edu/dissertations/2038
Bendersky, C., & McGinn, K. (2009). Working group report: open to negotiation:
phenomenological assumptions and knowledge dissemination [working paper]. UCLA
and Harvard Business School. https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/phenomenologicalassumptions-and-knowledge-dissemination-within-organizational-studies
Berliner, L., & Kolko, D. (2016). Trauma informed care: A commentary and critique. Child
Maltreatment, 2(2), 168–172. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077559516643785
Berzin, S.C., Singer, E., & Hokanson, K. (2014). Emerging versus emancipating: The transition
to adulthood for youth in foster care. Journal of Adolescent Research, 29(5). 616–638.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558414528977

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

319

Blake, V. (2012). Constitutionality of the Affordable Care Act: An update. Virtual Mentor,
14(11), 873–876. https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/constitutionality-affordablecare-act-update/2012-11
Blakesee, J. (2012). Expanding the scope of research with transition-age foster youth:
applications of the social network perspective. Child and Family Social Work, 17(3).
326–336. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2011.00787.x
Blakesee, J., Del Quest, A., Powers, L., Geneen, S., Nelson, M., Dalton, L. D., & McHugh, E.
(2013). Reaching everyone: Promoting the inclusion of youth with disabilities in
evaluating foster care outcomes. Child and Youth Services Review, 35(11), 1801–1808.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.08.010
Blazavier, B., Foster, S., Halverson, B., Hildebrand, E., Magnino, J., & McCormack, C. (2014).
Examining homeless outcomes among foster care youth in Wisconsin [Policy brief].
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families.
https://www.lafollette.wisc.edu/images/publications/workshops/2014-homeless.pdf
Breen, R. L. (2006). A practical guide to focus group research. Journal of Geography in Higher
Education, 30(3). https://doi.org/10.1080/03098260600927575
Brown, V. & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Center for Independent Living Western Wisconsin. (2018). Independent living. Retrieved May 5
2021, from http://cilww.com/five-core-cilww-services/

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

320

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2021). About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study.
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
Chafee National Youth in Transition Database, Final Rule, 45 CFR Part 1356 (2008).
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2008/02/26/E8-3050/chafee-national-youthin-transition-database
Charlton, J. I. (2000). Nothing about us without us: Disability, oppression and empowerment.
University of California Press.
Cheatham, L., Randolph, K.A., & Boltz. L.D. (2020). Youth with disabilities transitioning from
foster care: Examining prevalence and predicting positive outcomes. Children and Youth
Studies Review, 110. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104777
Child Trends Databank. (2019). Foster Care. Retrieved on March 15, 2021, from
https://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=foster-care
Children’s Bureau. (2012). About NYTD. Administration for Children and Families Children’s
Bureau, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/about/history
Children’s Bureau. (2012). National youth in transition database, about NYTD. Administration
for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/about-nytd
Children’s Bureau. (2012). Title IV-E of the social security act. Administration for Children and
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/title-ive-foster-care

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

321

Children’s Bureau (2014). Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act
(2008) P.L.110-351. Retrieved on May 10, 2021, from
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/lawspolicies/federal/fosteringconnections/
Children’s Bureau. (2016). John H. Chafee foster care independence program. Administration
for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cb/nytd_data_points_final_services_2016_201
8.pdf
Children’s Bureau. (2016). National youth in transition database data points. Administration for
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cb/nytd_data_points_final_services_2016_201
8.pdf
Children’s Bureau. (2017). Child welfare policy manual sec 3, independent living.
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cwpm/programs/cb/laws_policies/laws/cwpm/policy.jsp?idFlag
=3
Children’s Bureau.(2017). Description of John H. Chaffee foster care act and ETV program.
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/chafee-foster-care-program

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

322

Children’s Bureau.(2017). Timeline. Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services. https://cb100.acf.hhs.gov/childrens-bureau-timeline
Children’s Bureau. (2018). National youth in transition data base report to Congress.
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cb/nytd_report_to_congress.pdf
Children’s Bureau. (2019). National youth in transition database, data brief #7 [policy brief].
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/report/national-youth-transition-database-databrief-7
Children’s Bureau. (2020). AFCARS report #27. Administration for Children & Families, U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cb/afcarsreport27.pdf
Children’s Bureau. (2020). Trends in foster care and adoption FY 2010-2019. Retrieved on May
15, 2021, from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/report/trends-foster-care-adoption-fy-20102019
Children’s Bureau. (2020). Child welfare policy manual, independent living. Administration for
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cwpm/programs/cb/laws_policies/laws/cwpm/policy_dsp_pf.jsp
?id=3

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

323

Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2020). Education supports for older youth in foster care.
Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children & Families, U.S. Department of Health
& Human Services. https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubpdfs/educationalsupports.pdf
Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2020). Transition to adulthood and independent living.
Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children & Families, U.S. Department of Health
& Human Services. https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/independent/
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute (CCAI). (2018). Fact sheet: U.S. adoption and
foster care statistics. http://www.ccainstitute.org/resources/fact-sheets.
Congressional Research Service. (2016). Youth transitioning from foster care: Background and
federal programs. https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/RL34499.html
Connelly, D. D. & Jordan, E. (2016). Five things to know about the transition from foster care to
adulthood. Child Trends [Issue brief]. https://www.childtrends.org/child-trends-5/fivethings-to-know-about-the-transition-from-foster-care-to-adulthood
Courtney, M., Terao, S., & Bost, N. (2004). Midwest evaluation of the adult functioning of
former foster youth: Conditions of youth preparing to leave state care. [working paper].
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Midwest-Study-Youth-Preparing-toLeave-Care-Brief.pdf
Courtney, M (2009) The difficult transition to adulthood for foster youth in the US – implications
for the state as corporate parent [Policy brief]. Society for Research in Child
Development 23(1). https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2379-3988.2009.tb00058.x

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

324

Courtney, M. E., Dworsky, A., Brown, A., Cary, C., Love, K., & Vorhies, V. (2011). Midwest
evaluation of former foster youth: Outcomes at age 26. Chapin Hall Center for Children
at the University of Chicago.
https://rhyclearinghouse.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/docs/20376-Midwest_EvaluationOutcomes_at_Age_26.pdf
Courtney, M., Pergamit, M., McDaniel, M., McDonald, E., Giesen, L., Okpych, N., & Zinn, A.
(2017). Planning a next-generation evaluation agenda for the John H. Chafee foster care
independence program [Policy brief]. OPRE Report #2017-96, U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of
Planning, Research, and Evaluation.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/20180103_planning_a_next_
generation_final508_newfinal2_b508.pdfCresswell, J., & Poth, C. (2018) Qualitative
inquiry and research design (4th ed.) Sage.
Creswell, J. (2014) Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches.
Sage.
Cunningham, M. J., & Diversi, M. (2012). Aging out: Youths’ perspectives on foster care and
the transition to independence. Qualitative Social Work, 12(5), 587–602.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325012445833
Day, A. (2017). Improving the educational well-being for older youth placed with kin: A review
of the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act. The Grand Voice
Newsletter, 2(2).

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

325

http://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/Documents/GU%20article%20by%20Day%20for
%20newsletter%20LH.pdf
Denhardt, R. B., & Denhardt, J. V. (2000). The new public service: Serving rather than steering.
Public Administration Review, 60(6). 549–559. https://doi.org/10.1111/0033-3352.00117
Denhardt, J. V., & Denhardt, R. B. (2007). The new public service. Routledge.
Denhardt, J. V., & Denhardt, R. B. (2015). The new public service revisited. Public
Administration Review, 75(5), 664–672. https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12347
Dworsky, A., Courtney, M., Hook, J., Brown, A., Cary, C., Love, K., Vorhies,V., Lee, J., Raap,
M., Cusick, G., Keller, T., Havlicek, J., Perez, A., Terao, S., & Bost, N. (2011). The
Midwest evaluation of the adult functioning of former foster youth (Midwest Study)
research collection. Chapin Hall, University of Chicago.
http://www.chapinhall.org/research/report/midwest-evaluation-adult-functioning-formerfoster-youth
Employment and Training Administration. (2016). Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act.
U.S. Department of Labor. https://www.doleta.gov/wioa/
Every Student Succeeds Act, 20 U.S.C. § 6301. (2015).
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-114publ95.pdf
Federal Partners in Transition. (2015). The 2020 federal youth transition plan. Department of
Education, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of Labor, Social
Security Administration. http://youth.gov/docs/508_EDITED_RC_FEB26-accessible.pdf

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

326

Felitti, V.J., & Anda, R. F. (2010). The relationship of adverse childhood experiences to adult
medical disease, psychiatric disorders, and sexual behavior: Implications for healthcare.
In Lanius, R. & Vermetten, E. (Eds.), The hidden epidemic: The impact of early life
trauma on health and disease. Cambridge University Press. 77–87.
Foster Care to Success. (2020). About us. http://www.fc2success.org/about-us/
Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act, 110th U.S.C. (2008). P.L. 110351. https://www.congress.gov/bill/110th-congress/house-bill/6893
Frederickson, G., & Smith, K. (2003). The public administration theory primer. Westview Press,
Routledge.
Geneen, S., & Powers, L. (2007). Tomorrow is another problem: The experiences of youth in
foster care during their transition into adulthood. Children and Youth Services Review,
29(8). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2007.04.008
Geneen, S., Powers, L. E., Phillips, L. A., Nelson, M., McKenna, J., Winges-Yanez, N.,
Blanchette, L., Croskey, A., Dalton, L. D., Salazar, A., & Swank, P. (2015). Better
futures: A randomized field test of a model for supporting young people in foster care
with mental health challenges to participate in higher education. The Journal of
Behavioral Health Services & Research, 42(2). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11414-014-94516
Gonzalez, S. R. (2015). From foster care to adulthood: Success stories. [Dissertation, University
of Pennsylvania.] http://repository.upenn.edu/edissertations_sp2/64

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

327

Gordon, K. (2019). 33 days that changed everything. Family Focused Treatment Association
Newsletter, 25(1). 5–6.
https://www.fosterclub.com/sites/default/files/docs/blogs/FocusV25No1_fin2%20%20Katie.pdf
Gothro, A., & Caplan, V. (2018). Youth engagement in child welfare service planning, OPRE
Report No. 2018-98 [policy brief]. The Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children
and Families. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/youth-engagement-child-welfareservice-planning
Government Accountability Office. (2012). Students with disabilities: better federal
coordination could lessen challenges in the transition from high school. GAO 12-594
[issue brief]. http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-594
Grant Me Hope. (2019). Staggering statistics. http://grantmehope.org/about-us/staggeringstatistics/
Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership. (2021). Servant leadership. Center for Servant
Leadership. Retrieved on November 20, 2020, from https://www.greenleaf.org/what-isservant-leadership/
Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership. (2020). Greenleaf’s best test: A different kind of
assessment. https://www.greenleaf.org/best-test/
Griffiths, I., Parekh, J., & Charles, C. (2020). Conducting successful virtual focus groups. Child
Trends. https://www.childtrends.org/publications/conducting-successful-virtual-focusgroups

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

328

Groenwald, T. (2004). A phenomenological research design illustrated. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 3(1), 42–55. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690400300104
Groenwald, T. (2018). Reflection/commentary on a past article: “A phenomenological research
design illustrated,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 17(1),
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918774662
Haggman-Laitila, A., Pirkko Salokekkilä, P., & Karki S. (2019) Young people’s preparedness
for adult life and coping after foster care: A systematic review of perceptions
and experiences in the transition period. Child & Youth Care Forum, 48, 633–661.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-019-09499-4
Harrison, J. (2019) Foster youth transitioning to independent living and higher education: a
phenomenological study. [Doctoral dissertation, Liberty University].
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/2175
Hass, M., Allen, Q., & Amoha, M. (2014). Turning points and resilience of academically
successful foster youth. Children and Youth Services Review, 44, 387–392.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.07.008
Havlicek, J., Garcia, A., & Smith, D. (2013). Mental health and substance use disorders among
foster youth transitioning to adulthood: Past research and future directions. Children and
Youth Services Review, 35(1). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.10.003
Hedenstrom, M. (2014) Aging out of foster care: The experiences of former foster youth who
successfully navigated this transition. [Doctoral dissertation, Georgia State University].
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ec30/0b9cc3e8ea1f500943db3245b124534d6c9c.pdf

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

329

Heerde, J. A., Hemphill, S. A., & Scholes-Balog, K. E. (2018). The impact of transitional
programmes on post-transition outcomes for youth leaving out-of-home care: A metaanalysis. Health and Social Care in the Community, 26(1), e15–e30,
https://doi.org/10.1111/hsc.12348
HHS Actions Would Help States Prepare Youth in the Foster Care System for Independent
Living, Testimony Before the H.R. Subcommittee on Income Security and Family
Support, Committee on Ways and Means, 110th Cong. (2007) (testimony of Cornelia M.
Ashby). https://www.gao.gov/new.items/d071097t.pdf
Higher education actions needed to improve access to federal financial assistance for homeless
and foster youth, report no. GAO-16-343: Report to the ranking member, Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions. (2016).
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-16-343.pdf
Holzer, M., Flug, J., Meyer, S. J., Xu, C., & McAuliffe, L. (n.d.). Research resources in Public
Administration: A companion guide to the PA gateway. Public Administration Gateway,
American Society for Public Administration. http://www.aspanet.org/PAGateway
How to improve child protective services and on reauthorizing the Promoting Safe and Stable
Families (PSSF) program. U.S. Congressional committee on improving foster care, 112th
Cong. (2012) (testimony of William C. Bell). https://www.casey.org/better-supportmeans-better-outcomes/

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

330

Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative. (2013). The cost of doing nothing about federal child
welfare financing. https://www.aecf.org/m/infographics/infographicCostOfDoingNothing-2014.pdf
Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative. (2020). Helping youth leaving care make successful
transitions to adulthood. http://jimcaseyyouth.org/initiative-description
Johnson, R. M. (2019). The state of research on undergraduate youth formerly in foster care: A
systematic review of the literature. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 14(1), 147–
160. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000150
Kang, H. (2007). Theoretical perspectives for child welfare practice on kinship foster care
families. Families in Society, 88(4). 575–582. https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.3680
Krueger, R. A., & Casey, M. A. (2015). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research,
(5th edition). Sage.
Larson, A., & Langworthy, S.E. (2015). Learning to listen and listening to learn: Recursive
information flow to build relationships and improve practice. Child Welfare, 94(3), 59–
84. https://www.questia.com/library/p435256/child-welfare/i4219151/vol-94-no-3-2015
Lee, D. (2010). A phenomenological study: The lived experience of former foster youth attending
a four-year college in southern California. [Doctoral dissertation, University of Southern
California]. http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p15799coll127/id/290347
Lipsky, M. (2010). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public services.
Russell Sage Foundation.

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

331

Littlewood, K., Rosenthall, M., Day, A., & Pandey, A. (2018). Congressional brief: Lessons
learned from four kinship navigator federal demonstration projects. Congressional
Briefing on Kinship Care. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.25115.77602
Lobe, B., Morgan, D., & Hoffman, K. A. (2020). Qualitative data collection in an era of social
distancing. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 19, 1–8.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920937875
Malm, K., Sepulveda, K., & Abbott, S. (2019). Variations in the use of kinship diversion among
child welfare agencies: Early answers to important questions. Child Trends.
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/childtrends-variationinkinshipdiversion-2019.pdf
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. (2006) Designing qualitative research. Sage.
Maxwell, J. I. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd edition). Sage.
Merrick, M. T., Ford, D. C., Ports, K. A., & Guinn, A. S. (2018). Prevalence of adverse
childhood experiences from the 2011–2014 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
in 23 states. JAMA Pediatrics, 172(11), 1038–1044.
Mintrom, M., & Luetjens, J. (2017). Creating public value: Tightening connections between
policy design and public management. Policy Studies Journal, 45(1).
https://doi.org/10.1111/psj.12116
Moore, M. (1995). Creating public value: Strategic government management. Harvard
University Press.
Munn, Z., Peters, M., Stern, C., Tufanaru, C., McArthur, A., & Aromataris, E. (2018).
Systematic review or scoping review? Guidance for authors when choosing between a

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

332

systematic or scoping review approach. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 18(143)..
doi: 10.1186/s12874-018-0611-x
National Council on Independent Living. (n.d.). About independent living. Retrieved on May 25,
2021, from https://ncil.org/about/aboutil/
National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U. S. 519 (2012). 567BV.pdf
(supremecourt.gov)
National Working Group on Foster Care and Education. (2018). Fostering success in education:
National factsheet on the educational outcomes of children in foster care. Legal Center
for Foster Care & Education.
https://www.fostercareandeducation.org/OurWork/NationalWorkingGroup.aspx
Neubauer, B. E., Witkop, C. T., & Varpio, L. (2019). How phenomenology can help us learn
from the experiences of others. Perspectives in Medical Education, 8, 90–97.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40037-019-0509-2
Office of Community Services. (2009). SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services.
Administration of the Administration for Children & Families, U.S. Department of
Health & Human Services. SSBG Legislation Uniform Definition of Services | The
Administration for Children and Families (hhs.gov)
Packard, T., Delagado, M., Fellmeth, R., & McCready, K. (2008). A cost–benefit analysis of
transitional services for emancipating foster youth. Children and Youth Services Review,
30(11), 1267–1278. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2008.03.011

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

333

Parry, S., & Weatherhead, S. (2014). A critical review of qualitative research into the
experiences of young adults leaving foster care services. Journal of Children's Services,
9(4), 263–279. http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JCS-04-2014-0022
Pecora, P., Kessler, R., Williams, J., O’Brien, K., Downs, A. C., English, D., White, J., Hirpi, E.,
Roller White, C., Wiggins, T, & Holmes, K. (2005). Improving family foster care:
Findings from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study, Casey Family Programs.
https://www.casey.org/northwest-alumni-study/
Pecora, P. J., Roller White, C., Jackson, L. J., & Wiggens, T.(2009) Mental health of current and
former recipients of foster care: a review of recent studies in the USA. Child and Family
Social Work, 14(2) 132–146 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00618.x
Perry, J. L. (2007). Democracy and the New Public Service. American Review of Public
Administration, 37(1), 3–16. https://doi: 10.1177/0275074006296091
Phillips, L., Powers, L., Geneen, S., Schmidt, J., Winges-Yanez, N., McNeely, I., Merrit, L.,
Williamson, C., Turner, S., Zweben, H., & Bodner, C. (2015). Better futures: A validated
model for increasing postsecondary preparation and participation of youth in foster care
with mental health challenges. Children and Youth Services Review, 57(C), 50–59.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2015.07.010
Powers, L. E., Fullerton, A., Schmidt, J., Geenen, S., Oberweiser-Kennedy, M., Dohn,
J., Nelson, M., Iavanditti, M., & Blakeslee, J. & the Research Consortium to Increase the
Success of Youth in Foster Care..(2018). Perspectives of youth in foster care on essential
ingredients for promoting self-determination and successful transition to adult life: My

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

334

life model. Children and Youth Services Review, 86, 277–286.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.007
Quinn, R. (1996). Deep change: Discovering the leader within. Jossey-Bass.
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.3920080310
Qutoshi, S. (2018). Phenomenology: A philosophy and method of inquiry. Journal of Education
and Educational Development, 5(1), 215–222.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1180603.pdf
Rawal, V. (2020). Finding their way: The journey from foster care to emerging adulthood.
[Dissertation, Montclair State University]. https://digitalcommons.montclair.edu/etd/536
Reed, S. (2014). A restrospective study of foster care interventions and social policy for youth
transitioning to independent living. [Doctoral dissertation, California State University,
Santa Barbara].
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=etd
Rios, S. J., & Rocco, T. (2014) From foster care to college: Barriers and supports on the road to
postsecondary education. Emerging Adulthood, 2(3). 227–237.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696814526715
Roller, C., White, D., English, E., Hiripi, J., White, J., Williams, K., O'Brien, M., Herrick, P.,
Pecora, R., & Kessler, R. (2006). Educational and employment outcomes of adults
formerly placed in foster care: Results from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study.
Children and Youth Services Review, 28(12), 1459–1481.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.04.003

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

335

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended in 2015 by WIOA.(2015).
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/leg/rehab/rehabilitation-act-of-1973-amended-bywioa.pdf
Rehabilitation Services Administration. (2017). National Technical Assistance Center on
Transition. U.S. Department of Education. https://www2.ed.gov/programs/rsantact/index.html
Rushovich, B., McKlindon, A., & Vandivere, S. (2021). Strategies to build evidence for kinship
navigator programs under the Family First Act. Child Trends.
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/strategies-to-build-evidence-for-kinshipnavigator-programs-under-the-family-first-act
Salazar, A. M., Keller, T. E., Gowen, L. K. & Courtney, M. (2013).Trauma exposure and PTSD
among older adolescents in foster care. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric
Epidemiology, 48, 545–551. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-012-0563-0
Smith, A. M., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretive phenomenological analysis:
Theory, methods and research (2nd edition). Sage.
Statistics Solutions. (2021). Dissertation consulting services.
https://www.statisticssolutions.com/academic-research-consulting/
Statistics Solutions. (2021). Modified Van Kaam analysis. Retrieved May 27, 2021, from
https://www.statisticssolutions.com/modified-van-kaam-analysis/
Sommer, H. (2013). Independent living service programs for foster youth: How individual
factors and program features affect participation and outcomes. [Unpublished doctoral

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

336

dissertation]. University of California, Berkeley.
https://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/etd/ucb/text/Sommer_berkeley_0028E_13401.pdf
Steffe, M., & Barry-McNamara, C. (2012). The challenges in the transition to adulthood for
foster care youth: a literature review. Modern Psychological Studies, 17(2), 43–49.
https://scholar.utc.edu/mps/vol17/iss2/7
Student Financial Assistance Amendments of 1985, H.Res. 3128, §16001. (1985).
https://www.congress.gov/bill/99th-congress/house-bill/3128
Testa, M. F. (2013). Systems of kinship care: Enduring challenges and emerging opportunities.
Journal of Family Social Work, 16(5), 349–363.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10522158.2013.834169
Thompson, G. (2016). A phenomenological study: Foster care youth aging out of the system.
[Doctoral dissertation, Nova Southeastern University].
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fse_etd/73/
Torrentira Jr., M.C. (2020). Online data collection as adaptation in conducting quantitative and
qualitative research during the COVID-19 pandemic. European Journal of Education
Studies, 7(11), 78–87. https://doi.org/10.46827/ejes.v7i11.3336
U. S. Department of Education. (2016). Foster care transition tool kit.
https://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/foster-care/youth-transition-toolkit.pdf
U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, Disability Rights Section. (2020). A guide to
disability rights laws. https://www.ada.gov/cguide.htm

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

337

U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2007). HHS actions would help states prepare youth in
the foster care system for independent living, report no. GAO-07-1097T (Issue Brief).
https://www.gao.gov/assets/670/663655.pdf
University of Wisconsin-Stout. (n.d.) Fostering success: Helping former foster YOU(th) move
forward. Retrieved May 15, 2020, from https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/studentservices/diversity/fostering-success
University of Wisconsin-Stout Fostering Success. (2021). Connecting youth to campus.
Retrieved on June 14, 2021, from Fostering Success. University of Wisconsin - Stout
(uwstout.edu)
Wagenaar, H. (2007). Governance, complexity and democratic administration: How citizens and
public officials harness the complexities of neighborhood decline. American Review of
Public Administration, 37(1), 17–50. https://doi.org/10.1177/0275074006296208
Watt, T. T., Kim, S., & Garrison, K. (2018). The relationship between state supports and postsecondary enrollment among youth aging out of foster care: An analysis of the National
Youth in Transition Database. Child Welfare, 96(3).
https://doi.org/10.1177/0275074006296208
Williams, S. C. (October 28, 2020). State-level data for understanding child welfare in the
United States kinship caregiving federal fiscal year–Wisconsin. Child Trends Databank.
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/state-level-data-for-understanding-childwelfare-in-the-united-states

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

338

Wisconsin Act 178: Increasing Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE) Outcomes (with
Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Department of Health Services, Department of
Public Instruction) (2020).
https://dwd.wisconsin.gov/dwd/publications/dvr/pdf/dvr_18664_p.pdf
Wisconsin Administrative Code, Children’s Code, Brighter Futures Initiative 48.545(2)a5.
(2016). https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/20/v/437/1/nl
Wisconsin Administrative Code, Children’s Code, Chapter 48.481. (2010).
https://law.justia.com/codes/wisconsin/2010/48/48.481.html
Wisconsin Administrative Code, Juvenile Justice Code, Chapter 938.366. (2017).
https://law.justia.com/codes/wisconsin/2017/chapter-938/section-938.366/
Wisconsin community mental health and developmental disabilities statute, DHS 61.022 (1980)
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/dhs/030/61/I/022/5
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2008). Foster parent handbook.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/fostercare/handbook
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2008). Foster parent handbook appendix.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/publications/pdf/5000appendix.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2014). News release, foster care to 21.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/press/2014/pdf/04-23-14-foster-care-to-21.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Division of Safety and Permanence. (2015).
Memorandum, independent living program restructrure [policy memo].
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/policy/pdf/memos/2015-03.pdf

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

339

Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Division of Safety and Permanence. (2017).
Ongoing services and standards.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/policy/pdf/ongoing-services-standards.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families Division of Safety and Permanence. (2019).
DSP informational memo series 2019 – 37i: Basic maintenance foster care rates and
kinship care rates for CY 2020 and 2021.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/policy/pdf/memos/2019-37i.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Foster Youth to College Advisory Group.
(2017). Opening the doors to college.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/youthservices/pdf/doortocollege.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2020). Independent living.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/independentliving
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2020). Independent living regional transition
resource agency contact information map. https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/map/il-r
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (n.d.). Brighter Futures Initiative. Retrieved on
May 20, 2021, https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/brighterfutures
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2021). National Youth in Transition Database
partner information (Resources/FAQ’s). https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/cwportal/ys/nytd
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (2021). Older youth outcomes dashboard.
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/dashboard/ageout

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

340

Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (n.d.). Roadmap to independent living: Ages
13–26. Retrieved on June 14, 2021, https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/il/pdf/ilroadmap.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Bureau of Youth Services. (2021). Independent
living eligibility guide. https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/il/pdf/il-eligibility.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Bureau of Youth Services, Wisconsin Youth
Advisory Council. (2021). Youth leadership opportunities in Wisconsin. Retrieved on
May 22, 2021, from https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/youthservices/leadership
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. (n.d.). Tableau Dashboard Quick User Guide.
Retrieved on June 13, 2021, from tableau-quick-user-guide.pdf (wisconsin.gov)
Wisconsin Department of Health Services. (2021). Independent living centers in Wisconsin.
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/disabilities/physical/ilcs.htm
Wisconsin Department of Health Services. (2021). Resilient Wisconsin: Adverse childhood
experiences. https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/resilient/aces.htm
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction.(2020). Standards for personal financial literacy,
p.iv. Retrieved on April 3, 2021, from
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/standards/New%20pdfs/PersonalFinancialLitera
cyStandards2020.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development. (2014). Vocational rehabilitation policy
manual. http://dwd.wisconsin.gov/dvr/policy/vr_program_policy.pdf

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

341

Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, Division of Vocational Rehabilitation.
(2015). Transition action guide for post school planning (a living document).
http://dwd.wisconsin.gov/dvr/pdf_files/tag.pdf
Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, Division of Vocational Rehabilitation.
(2019). The Vocational rehabilitation process and choices in the process (client
assistance description), (Project No. H161A040054) [Grant]. Rehabilitation Services
Administration, Client Assistance Program Grant.
https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/DVRProcessChoices.pdf
Wisconsin foster home care for children statute, Chapter DCF 56 (2020).
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/dcf/021_099/56.pdf#page=29
Wisconsin information to be provided to out of home care providers statute, Chapter DCF 37,
No. 726. (2016). http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/dcf/021_099/37
Wisconsin re-entry into out-of-home care for youth 18 years of age or over, but under 21 years of
age statute, Chapter DCF 21, No. 747 (2018).
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/dcf/021_099/21
Wisconsin State Legislature, Acts 334. (2017). Index (Children).
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2017/related/acts/334
Wisconsin University of Wisconsin system statute, Chapter 36. (1973/2017).
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/36/09/3
Workforce Innovation Technical Assistance Center. (2017). Pre-employment transition services.
http://www.wintac.org/topic-areas/pre-employment-transition-services

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

342

Yee, S.F. (2019). The framework of transcendental phenomenology. In A phenomenological
inquiry into science teachers’ case method learning. Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-2679-0_1
Youth.gov. (2021). Chafee, John H. Foster Care Independence Program. Retrieved on June 10,
2021, from https://youth.gov/content/john-h-chafee-foster-care-independence-program

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING
APPENDIX A
IRB APPROVAL

343

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

344

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

345

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING

346

APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Hamline University
Institutional Review Board has approved this
consent form.

IRB approval # 2020-11-125ET
Approved: 11/13/2020
Expires one year from above approval date.

Informed Consent to Participate in Research
You are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you with
information about the study. The student researcher or faculty researcher (Principal Investigator
Mary McManus) will provide you with a copy of this form to keep for your reference. I will
also describe this study to you and answer all of your questions.
This form provides important information about what you will be asked to do during the
study, about the risks and benefits of the study, and about your rights as a research participant. ∙
If you have any questions about or do not understand something in this form, you should ask the
research team for more information.
∙ You should feel free to discuss your potential participation with anyone you choose,
such as family or friends, before you decide to participate.
∙ Do not agree to participate in this study unless the research team has answered your
questions and you decide that you want to be part of this study.
∙ Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you can refuse to participate or withdraw at any
time. ∙ Mary McManus has completed the Hamline IRB Training Module and is listed on the
IRB protocol application as the student researcher and principal investigator. Matthew
Roskowski, a Researcher at UW-Stout Vocational Rehabilitation Institute, has completed the
IRB training module at UW-Stout.
∙ Each section of this form will be reviewed at the beginning of the focus group,
individual interview, and summary meeting.
∙ Study participant questions or concerns may be asked at any time, but most importantly
before you sign this form to participate in the study.
Title of Research Study: Phenomenology of Independent Living
Student Researcher/Principal Investigator and email address: Mary
McManus (mcmanusm@uwstout.edu or mmcmanus03@hamline.edu)
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Kristen Norman-Major Program Director, Public Administration,
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School of Business , phone number(s), and (kmajor@hamline.edu )
1. What is the research topic, the purpose of the research, and the rationale for why this
study is being conducted? The focus is on how young adults from out-of-home care
background experienced the Independent Living training and information received in
preparation for adulthood. A secondary purpose is to explore alignment between Independent
Living Services as described by study participants with Public Administration Theory (New
Public Service). The study participants are all from the University of Wisconsin-Stout’s
Fostering Success program. Fostering Success offers supports and advising for young adult
students who are from out-of-home care background.

Page 1 Version: SSR-1-21-2019

2. What will you be asked to do if you decide to participate in this research study? Study
participants from the University of Wisconsin-Stout’s Fostering Success program will be
asked to discuss the topic of Independent Living in focus group of nine other Fostering
Success students (total not to exceed ten students). The focus group will take about an hour
or more. I will start the focus group with a question asking participants to tell me about their
experience with Independent Living training and information they received when they were
in out-of-home care. Questions that may be used to spur conversation or encourage
clarification include the following:
○ When you think of Independent Living, what comes to mind?
○ How would you describe the experience in just a few words?
○ How has IL impacted your everyday lived experience?
○ How did IL aid or deter you from becoming the person you are today? Or
from your entry to adult responsibility?
○ What were the settings you were in when learning IL topics? Age? Location?
○ How were you able to apply the topics? Which do you remember most clearly?
Why is that? Which ones are unclear or maybe not covered as you would have liked?
Why is that? ○ It sounds like you mean this ( a statement summary) – is this
accurate? What would you change or clarify?
○ Is there one word or phrase that sums up your experience with IL?
3. What will be your time commitment to the study if you participate? There are four
opportunities to participate. The Focus Group is estimated to take 60-75 minutes of time.
The individual interview is expected to last 60 minutes. The review of written summary of
individual interview (for confirmation of content and context) is expected to take about 30
minutes. The summary meeting is expected to take 60 minutes. Participants are
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volunteering for these activities. They can participate in one activity (focus group, interview
or summary meeting) or all four if they have interest (the written summary is only for those
who participate in the individual interview). The study will begin in November/December
2020 with the Focus Group. Interviews will be held in January, 2020 with written review in
January 2021. The final summary meeting will be held in February, 2021.
4. Who is funding this study? The study is being conducted without funding.
5. What are the possible discomforts and risks of participating in this research study? By
participating in this study, there is a small chance of being made to feel uncomfortable with a
particular topic or topics discussed regarding Independent Living training. If a study
participant is uncomfortable, they may step away from the disturbing topic of discussion
without penalty. The University of Wisconsin-Stout Counseling Center is located in
Bowman Hall (715-232-2468) and is available to assist students who may be in emotional
distress should concerns arise with this study. With ten persons in the focus group, it is
possible the loss of confidentiality will become a concern. To minimize risks, all
participants are asked to maintain confidentiality in the focus group and summary meeting.
In addition, pseudonyms (false names) will be assigned to participants in the written
transcripts made from the recording of the focus group, interviews and summary meeting. In
addition, there may be risks that are currently unknown or unforeseeable. Since all activity
is conducted using Zoom technology, it is not anticipated physical injury will result from
participation in the study. Please contact me at 715-514-7744 or my faculty advisor Dr.
Kristen Norman Major (kmajor@hamline.edu ) to discuss this if you wish.

6. How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your data and research
records be protected? Privacy and confidentiality will be addressed as follows:

Page 2 Version: SSR-1-21-2019
○ All participants will be asked to maintain confidentiality from focus group and
summary meeting in respect for other participants;
○ All participants will be given a pseudonym (false name) to protect their identity
and to deidentify data;
○ All recordings will be kept in my personal laptop and in a secure personal
storage device as well as in secured password protected cloud storage.
○ All data and analysis from the study will be kept on my laptop and in a personal storage
device. Data and analysis will be kept for up to seven years, depending upon the
requirements of Hamline University Institutional Review Board
7. How many people will most likely be participating in this study, and how long is the
entire study expected to last? Anywhere from 10 to 25 participants in all. Focus group is 10,
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and there will be ten individual interviews. More people may choose to attend the summary
meeting. We meet in November for focus group, December for individual interviews, and
February for summary meeting. There will be an email opportunity to review summary of
interview by the interviewee.
8. What are the possible benefits to you and/or to others form your participation in this
research study? Benefits of participation include contribution to research general
knowledge about the topic of how young adults with out-of-home care background and
now in a university setting experienced the Independent Living training provided as they
prepared for adulthood. The successful completion of this study may include written
publication in a professional journal and may also influence public policy.
9. If you choose to participate in this study, will it cost you anything? Participation in the
study will only cost 4-5 hours of participant time over the course of the four months of the
study.
10.Will you receive any compensation for participating in this study? Participants will
benefit personally by receiving a $20 gift card to a local grocery or convenience store for
each segment of the study in which they participate. Gift cards will be sent immediately
following each segment of the study. Gift cards will be sent in U.S. Mail to the participant
address noted on the study registration form.

11.What if you decide that you do not want to take part in this study? What other options
are available to you if you decide not to participate or to withdraw? Your participation
in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse to participate in the study, and your
refusal will not influence your current or future relationships with Hamline University or
with the University of Wisconsin-Stout or its Fostering Success program. In addition, if
significant new findings develop during the course of the research that may affect your
willingness to continue participation, we will provide that information to you.
12.How can you withdraw from this research study, and who should you contact if you
have any questions or concerns? You are free to withdraw your consent and stop
participation in this research study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits for which
you may be entitled. If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any
reason, you should tell me, or contact me at mcmanusm@uwstout.edu or call me at 715514-7744, or my faculty advisor Dr. Kristen Norman Major (kmajor@hamline.edu ). You
should also call or email for any questions, concerns, suggestions, or complaints about the
research and your experience as a participant in the study. In addition, if you have questions
about your rights as a research participant, please contact the Institutional Review Board at
Hamline University at IRB@hamline.edu.

Page 3 Version: SSR-1-21-2019
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13.There are not any anticipated circumstances under which your participation may be
terminated by the researcher(s) without your consent. Because you are university
students enrolled at UW-Stout, and because you are involved with the Fostering Success
program, it is my thinking that you may have interest in helping with this project, and that
you are willing to respect the confidentiality of fellow participants as I would hope they
would respect your confidentiality. If you commit to the project and cannot complete your
commitment, you will receive gift cards for those segments in which you have participated.
If you knowingly violate confidentiality of others, I will ask to speak with you privately
(zoom call). The result of that conversation will determine whether your participation is
terminated.

14.Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? The researcher will
gain no benefit from your participation in this study beyond the movement toward completion
of academic degree and possible publication in academic journal of the study findings. The
process of working on this study has been an invaluable research experience. The hands-on
learning that participants will gain as a part of their educational experience will also be
considered a benefit of the study.
15.Where will this research be made available once the study is completed? The research
is public scholarship and the abstract and final product will be cataloged in Hamline’s
Bush Library Digital Commons, a searchable electronic repository. The study may also
be published in a research journal.
16.Will your information be used in any other research studies or projects? Identifiers
(private information that could identify you) will be removed from transcripts and data
analysis. After removal, the study information/pseudonym could be used for future
research studies, or possibly given to another researcher for future research studies,
without additional informed consent from you or your legally authorized representative
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Page 4 Version: SSR-1-21-2019
PARTICIPANT COPY
[Participant must be given a copy of the consent document (per Federal regulation 45 CFR 46.117), and this page, completed &
signed. The researcher must keep only the signature page for their records, so for your convenience, there is a duplicate signature
page to be used for this purpose. We recommend inserting a page break after the participant copy page in your finished document so
that the duplicate signature page can be simply torn off and kept by the investigator, and the rest of the document can be given to the
participant. Once the instructions on these pages are deleted, each signature page should fit on a single page.
Please remember to sign both copies.]

Signatures:
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits,
and the risks that are involved in this research study:

Mary M. McManus
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent

Date: 11.30.2020

__Researcher__
Title of person obtaining consent
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks,
and you have received a copy of this Form. You have been given the opportunity to ask
questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any
time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study. By signing this form, you are not
waiving any of your legal rights.
Printed Name of Participant and Date

Signature of Participant

Signature of Faculty Advisor Kris Norman Major/Hamline University Date:
Photograph or Video Consent:
As a part of your participation as a volunteer in this scientific research study, you will
participate in online Zoom Technology gatherings that will include audio and video
recording of your participation. Any photographs /video likenesses of you will not be shown
publicly but may be shared within the internal process of data analysis with advisory
committee members (without your name revealed).Your consent to be on video and audio is
part of your consent to participate in this study. If you have any questions about this consent,
you can contact the Researcher, Mary McManus mcmanusm@uwstout.edu or
mmcmanus03@hamline.edu, OR FACULTY ADVISOR, Dr. Kristin Norman-Major,
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kmajor@hamline.edu .
By signing below, you hereby give permission for any Audio-video production made via
Zoom Technology during the course of this research study to be also used for educational
purposes. Your identity and face will be blurred or not shown/revealed if photographs or
videos are used for any of the above purposes.

Signature of Participant and Date

Signature of Principal Investigator or Faculty Advisor and Date
Page 5 Version: SSR-1-21-2019
INVESTIGATOR COPY
(Duplicate signature page for researcher’s records)
Signatures:
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits,
and the risks that are involved in this research study:

Mary M. McManus
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent Date
Principal Investigator, Researcher
Title of person obtaining consent
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks,
and you have received a copy of this Form. You have been given the opportunity to ask
questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any
time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study. By signing this form, you are not
waiving any of your legal rights.
Printed Name of Participant and Date
Signature of Participant

Signature of Hamline University Faculty Advisor and Date
Photograph or Video Consent
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. As a part of your participation as a volunteer in this scientific research study, you will
participate in online Zoom Technology gatherings that will include audio and video recording
of your participation. The audio will be transcribed to written copy. Any photographs /video
likenesses of you will not be shown publicly but may be shared within the internal process of
data analysis with advisory committee members (without your name revealed).Your consent
to be on video and audio is part of your consent to participate in this study. If you have any
questions about this consent, you can contact the Researcher, Mary McManus
mcmanusm@uwstout.edu or mmcmanus03@hamline.edu, OR FACULTY ADVISOR, Dr.
Kristin Norman Major, kmajor@hamline.edu .
By signing below, you hereby give permission for any Audio-video production made via
Zoom Technology during the course of this research study to be also used for educational
purposes. Your identity and face will be blurred or not shown/revealed if photographs or
videos are used for any of the above purposes.

Signature of Participant and Date

Signature of Principal Investigator or Faculty Advisor and Date
Page 6 Version: SSR-1-21-2019
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APPENDIX D
EMAIL TO FOSTERING SUCCESS STUDENTS
Dear Fostering Success students,
My name is Mary McManus. I have been involved with Fostering Success
since it started at UW-Stout. I am on the Fostering Success advisory board, and for a while I was
supervisor of Greta Munns, who ran the program before it moved to Angie and Gail in Bowman Hall).
I sincerely invite you to participate in a brief research study. Your responses may help identify
important themes by describing how your experience with Independent Living services has
provided you with the information you need as you have planned your entry to adulthood. If you did
not participate in Independent Living services provided by a contractor with the Wisconsin Department
of Children and Families, you are still encouraged to participate. We will explore how you learned
some of the same skills and covered topics in preparation for transition to adulthood.
There is a flyer attached to this email. Please take a look. Contact me with any questions
you have about the study. This study is related to implementation of public policy.
There are four segments in this study. You will receive a $20 gift card for each segment of the
Study you complete. The gift card will be from KwikTrip or Dick’s Fresh Market grocery in Menomonie.
I will mail the gift card to each participant the morning after the zoom meeting or interview or task.
In exchange for four to five hours of your time spread out over four months, you will be contributing
To the research knowledge base about the transition experienced through Independent Living.
Please consider sharing your time and knowledge by participating in this study. All responses are
Confidential. Your name will be changed in the transcript process to prevent identification of
your responses.
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I am studying in the Public Administration Program at Hamline University in St. Paul, MN.
I am interested in learning about how Independent Living has contributed to the lives of university
students who have been in out-of-home care.
Registration deadline is: (DATE) by email (mcmanusm@uwstout.edu ).
Individual interviews will be scheduled at your convenience in December 2020, or January, 2021.
People who are interviewed will receive a bulleted summary of the interview for review later in
January or in early February.
The focus group will be held Sunday evening, February 26, 2021 in zoom. Participants will receive
the zoom information along with a list of topics typically covered in Independent Living
preparation and training.

Thanks for your consideration! If you are interested, a registration form and also a Consent
to Participate in Research form are attached. These only need to be completed once - before
you begin any aspect of the project. PLEASE EMAIL THEM TO ME AS ATTACHMENTS
WHEN YOU SEND EMAIL CONTACT TO ME TO REGISTER.
The forms are approved by Hamline University research office and by the Office of Research and
Sponsored Programs at UW-Stout. They are for the protection of program participants (you) and
are required by law. The IRB approval number is 2020-11-125ET.

I look forward to hearing back from you on or before December 10. Thanks for your time and
consideration!
-Mary
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APPENDIX E
PARTICIPANT REGISTRATION FORM
Study of Fostering Success participant experience
with Independent Living 2020-2021
Hamline U IRB approval number 2020-11-125ET

Please complete the following information and return it WITH THE INFORMED CONSENT
MATERIALS to mcmanusm@uwstout.edu by end of day on Monday, December 21, 2020.
Full Name
Campus email
Phone number
Address: (this is the address I will send the gift cards to, addressed to you.)
____________________
Do you have a disability (diagnosed or not diagnosed)? Yes

No

Unsure

Gender identity and preferred pronouns:
Where you have lived?: (city, suburb, in the country/rural, in a small town)
Place a check mark or X next to the parts of the study you would like to help with:
__ Individual Interview (December, 2020/January, 2021 in ZOOM, based on your availabilityCould be more than one interview)
___and review of bulleted interview summary – (January, 2021)
___ Focus group summary and feedback meeting in zoom (February, 2021) date TBA
Students can participate in selected or all parts of this study. For each part, a $20 gift card will
be mailed to the local address you list above. If your address changes, please let me know.
___________________
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We will find a good time to interview based on your schedule. We can arrange that using
email, phone (715-514-7744) or messenger.
Email this Registration and your schedule to Mary McManus mcmanusm@uwstout.edu
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APPENDIX F
INTERVIEW FORMAT FOR 12.28.2020
1. Brief Review of the informed consent/human subjects form and any questions you may
have…Do you understand the nature of the study and what you have signed in terms of
Informed Consent, and do you agree to participate in this study? If so, please say “yes, I
agree”
2. Research Question series
a. : Please tell me about the experiences you recall from having learned about the following
topics – whether formally through a state Independent Living service or informally from
other adults.
b. Other questions will arise as we go through these topics. Some were listed in the
Informed Consent paperwork.

Elements covered in Wisconsin Independent Living Services Transition to Discharge Plan
•

Making healthy choices
• Having
Understanding and be
healthy
•
able to get important
relationships
documents
• Creating goals
•
o Birth certificate
for the future
o Social security
• Awareness of
•
card
community
•
o Wisconsin State
resources and
ID
support
•
o Immigration
systems
papers
• Transportation
•
• Creating and keeping
lifelong connections to
supportive adults
Note: Adapted from Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, Bureau of Youth Services
Education - high school,
college, technical training
Thinking about a career and
planning for it
Getting and keeping a
steady job
Money management
Finding a safe and steady
place to live
Proper maintenance of your
living space
Understanding medical
coverage

•
•

(2020)
○ When you think of Independent Living, what comes to mind?
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○ How would you describe the experience in just a few words?

○ How has IL impacted your everyday lived experience?

○ How did IL aid or deter you from becoming the person you are today? Or from your entry to
adult responsibility?

○ What were the settings you were in when learning IL topics? Age? Location?

○ How were you able to apply the topics? Which do you remember most clearly? Why is that?
Which ones are unclear or maybe not covered as you would have liked? Why is that? ○ It
sounds like you mean this ( a statement summary) – is this accurate? What would you change or
clarify?

○ Is there one word or phrase that sums up your experience with IL?
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3. When you think about topics like the roles and services of local and state government services, or about
citizen or resident involvement in neighborhood or community, how did you learn of their importance?
These topics about public administration will be briefly examined in relation to your observation of how
public administration views the citizens and consumers of services and acts upon those views:
a. Serving citizens, not customers – what is your experience with having been treated as a citizen
when using public offices for services? Has your voice been heard when expressing concerns?
How do you see citizens and residents demonstrating their concern for the larger community,
commitment to matters beyond short term interests, and willingness to take personal
responsibility for what happens in neighborhoods and community?
b. Seeking the public interest – How have you seen local or state public administrators and elected
officials seek your ideas and those of your generation? How do you view their role in addressing
fairness, and equity?

c. Value Citizenship over Entrepreneurship – What indicators have you seen that local and state
government offices (not elected officials) are concerned with improving dialogue, deliberation or
discourse about community-related topics you care about?

d. Thinking Strategically and Acting Democratically – How do you view city or county
administrator people using the democratic process to meet the needs of citizens and residents,
build stronger communities, empower citizen and resident participation, facilitate the building of
citizen capacity?

e. Recognizing how Accountability (to the public) is not simple – Please give examples, if you
can, of your views of public service accountability, adherence to law, morality, professional
standards, citizen preferences, public law and public interest.
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Serving rather than Steering – Why would it be important for someone in a public service role
to be serving the people in the community (rather than deciding which services to offer and only
providing those services)? How do you imaging public administrators or service providers
become aware of other and connected to other sources of support and assistance, involving the
community in the process? How do you view their ability to lead and at the same time respect and
empower citizenship?

g. Value people, not just productivity – Many people in city and county administration supervise
others. Like many jobs, there are tasks and timelines to be met. In many fields, people are
attracted to public service because they are motivated by public service values (serving others,
make the world better and safer, make democracy work…). In what ways have you seen public
service as being honorable and valuable work?

This component of the interview is drawn from the works of Dehhardt and Denhardt (2000, 2007,
2015) on a theory of Public Administration called New Public Service.

4.Final questions, timeline for review of interview notes, closure.
Confirm where gift card should come from…. Kwik trip OK?
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APPENDIX H
SAMPLE CODING PAGE
Sheet 1
Concern for
physical safety
Fear prevents
attachment
Provision ONLY of
roof over head
Homelessness
Family separation
No knowledge of
status of family
(where they are, are
they together)
Lack of emotional
support
Living with
strangers – you
don’t know who
they are
Not knowing where
I will live next
Reciting play-byplay of removal
from 7 yrs ago

Sheet 2
Trauma – physical,
verbal, emotional

Sheet 3
Really found out
most of the info
online or after
Attachment issues – asking around then
always in survival
online
mode
I had no info about
Isolation
this until fostering
success in college –
Self-care lacking at and people were
times
talking about it, and
I said “what?”
Exciting to think
about leaving chaos Interview definition
behind, being
of IL very off the
responsible for self, cuff – later
doing things “my
disclosed never
way”
received any info
on transition to out
Neglected mental
of care - or at least
health in favor of
does not recall.
education and
financial
No recollection of
management
conversation w soc
worker about IL –
Compulsive about
might have talked
cleaning – after
about goals
living in
homelessness and
Definitely talked w
dirty places
soc worker about
going to college,
goals, getting funds

Sheet 4
Lack of healthy
relationship feeds
depression
Few role models
for healthy
relationships
(generational
divorce, abuse)
I was never
prepared for
relationships
Positives have
come from youth
group involvement,
church group,
college courses
related to topic
Negative also from
church group that
abandoned a youth
due to sexual
orientation
College choice of
major – there were
classes in
relationships and
family issues

Sheet 5
There should be
clearer info about
health insure but
also renters insure,
life insure, and
more in depth
money stuff
A major issue –
complexity,
confusion,
runaround

Sheet 6
People do not have
family for guidance
and OHC adult care
people to not
always play that
role
Was
shunned/kicked out
of informal foster
arrangement due to
sexual orientation

Having to reapply
annually (for
Badgercare) helped
with understanding
the importance of
forms, deadlines,
keeping documents

Parents of close
friend opened home
to her

Info comes mostly
from working with
agencies that
advocate for foster
youth – they taught
about policy and
process

Caseworker should
be a primary
support, provide
info/plan/deliver
and repeat repeat
repeat

People doing
advocacy work
taught me

Challenging –
On health ins policy getting help from
of
adults is
grandparent/parent uncomfortable
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APPENDIX I
ADDITIONAL CODING AND ANNOTATIONS
Appendix I
Additional coding and quotations
The notations below are coded excerpts from quotations drawn from transcripts. Chapter
Four includes excerpts to inform the reader of the process. These excerpts were included to
provide a deeper sense of understanding of the study participants’ process of making meaning of
the Independent Living experience.
Education to Employment and Future Goals cluster
Persons 1, 2, 4: Always had goals, always wanted college, memories of having been
demeaned, abused; inner strength—we will show them. Pride in proving oneself to others.
Persons 3, 4, 5: Friends guided success, invited, and helped with studying; first in family
to go to college; addresses how easy it may have been to get lost in the school setting if not for
this group of friends; sense of place, a group—was not marginalized, she mattered to others.
Friend group experience may have given her courage to move forward with educational plans;
friends from school, other foster youth, from workplace, in college.
Person 2: “Oh, boy, I feel like that I just have always done. I mean, with the way we
grew up it was always a goal of like, all right, when this age happens this is going to happen or
we’re going to prove this person wrong or something, you know.” (regarding being told they are
not going to succeed).
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Person 5: “I’m the first to go to college, but I learned mostly because of my friends. If it
wasn’t for my friend group that I had, I think that was super important to me is that I’m super
happy for the friends that I chose to keep in my life, and, you know, I feel like that’s hard for
girls in high school, you know, or anyone in general, following what group you want to, and
luckily for me I had these amazing group of friends who pushed me and they knew, I told them
my situation to an extent. . . . There’s things I kept to myself but they knew what was kind of
going on, so they were super supportive of me, and they did really well in school, and so they
always helped me and pushed me, and they all were going to college, and it really got me
thinking, like, I want that, I want higher education, I want to make something of my life, I want
to push myself.”
Persons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5: Guidance was from friends or a teacher who helped in HS. Also
parent of friend. Unsure where to seek resources, system complexity was overwhelming, used
network of work friends to explore options; had also used work managers for assistance in other
areas (financial management). Fostering Success key to information and survival. No direction—
indicated she is very independent and perhaps refused advice from others.
Social worker referral to FS program. Two others approached during orientation.
The exposure to the FS program changed her life. She had no prior plans to go to college,
could not figure out how to afford it, no idea of area to study.
Person 3: “My social worker received the information for the Fostering Success program
and that’s how I got connected to Stout—I think that everything I learned about education came
from UW-Stout’s Fostering Success.”
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Money Management Cluster
Persons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5: All spoke openly or with implied pride in ability to accomplish
these things without much or any guidance.
Person 2: “I feel like we know more about financial stuff than even . . . my foster mom,
did, you know, so like, [chuckles] we accumulated it somewhere along the line.”
Person 4: “I took like one financial course in high school my junior year and that taught
me about retirement plans and 401(k) and all sorts of stuff like that, and it really kind of sparked
my interest, I guess. . . . And I, like I said, I really didn’t have much help with anything in high
school, so if I wanted school supplies, I had to teach myself how to save up for it, and I had to
buy my first car, so I really had to just basically just sit myself down and write everything out
and just kind of figure out like how much is being taken out for taxes, and I would talk to my
bosses at work about it and ask them a lot of questions and like how much of each paycheck do I
need to save for this, and it was just a lot of using what I had gotten from my current job and that
class I took in high school.”
Persons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5: Use of Internet to explore health insurance answers/discovery; selftaught trial and error. Even with time on Internet, it was still too challenging to figure out.
Person 4: “Honestly it was just a lot of Google searching and calling people and people
giving me numbers to other places I would have to call to get more information to call different
places, so it was just kind of like a chain reaction of people and asking questions and researching
to figure out what I needed to do.”
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Person 3: “I think that part of the reason I wasn’t educated on things is just because
people weren’t knowledgeable or they didn’t realize that I was about to fall through the cracks. . .
. It’s super, super important to educate foster youth on money management because a lot of
these, a lot of the foster youth are living in survival mode and, you know, it’s, okay, well, we
might have to help our mom turn on the electricity this month otherwise we’re not going to have
electricity and, you know, also when they actually have money they’re like, oh, my gosh, this
feels really weird, I feel like I can actually buy myself something that I want and I can splurge on
something, and it’s just kind of like, it’s like a fight within your brain, where do I spend my
money and how do I spend it.”
Finding Safe Lodging, Maintaining Living Space, and Community Resources and Supports
Cluster
Persons 1, 3, 5: Safe living space—it feels unique to be placed with extended family, not
in group home or home of unknown persons. Sense of relief, trust, being cared for.
Person 1: “I had a very unique experience because I didn’t live, my placement wasn’t
with someone I didn’t know. My grandparents were actually my informal living experience,
because they had foster license. . . . That’s my informal living experience, so it’s very unique
compared to most people I know in the foster care program because a lot of them that I know,
they were in like group homes or with other people that they didn’t really know.” (Note: the
participant identified Independent Living experience as Informal Living experience.)
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Persons 2, 4, 5: Community resources—did not feel supported, visible, no one had time
for her, left out, no understanding at the school of the situation with parent, no one to check on
her other than grandmother after parent returned—more alone than ever.
Persons 2, 3, 4, 5: Community resources—not a lot of recall regarding discussion of
some topics—memory loss, lapse of time or topic just not important at the time like it may have
been later on in life.
Persons 1, 2, 3, 5: Going to college as a way to resolve housing dilemma—enhanced
access to independence, not having to live with family, going off on her own.
Person 5: “Well, school was definitely a big part of it. I knew if I went to school I would
be able to live on my own in the dorms, and that was something I absolutely loved. I loved being
in the dorms, because I was around people my age and I met my two best friends like right on the
first day of college.”
Healthy Relationships Cluster
Persons 1, 4, 5: bottle things up, no one to talk to . . . trauma responses
Person 4: “It’s been helpful that I’ve had to tell a lot of people things that have happened
in my life, and I’ve had to talk to a lot of people about it, but honestly, it is a hard topic, and I do
have some sorts of PTSD, so it does get triggering at times, but I’ve gone on a few volunteer
trips, and I do like sharing that type of thing with people because it’s, unfortunately, common in
a lot of places, and it’s just nice to know that there’s other people in similar situations because I
didn’t really have that growing up, so I just want other people to realize that they have that and
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that they have resources and help. So it has been easier to talk about it since I have been sharing
it with a lot of people.”
Persons 3, 4, 5: challenges in relationship development, intimacy, long-term friendship,
inability to trust others (willing, but unable; reflex action of flight or fright), closed off to others,
kept to self, stay invisible; no physical contact (hugs) in foster experience, no emotional
connection
Person 3: “I think my brain just said like you got to get into a fight with them because
you’re not going to see them, and so I think my brain literally told me to end relationships with
people because I was scared to not have them anymore. So it’s a huge thing, relationships are a
really big part of something that I need to work on.”
Person 1: Fostering Success “is a very important thing because if I went to another
university, I wouldn’t have any of these things. I wouldn’t have the resources, and I’m almost,
well, I mean, . . .if I didn’t and I was just some of the foster care students in Fostering Success
like friends of mine I know, I would say if I had, was in a similar situation to them I wouldn’t be
in college anymore. Because they provide you with literally anything you need and get you the
help that you need and most, if I didn’t have that and I didn’t have someone fighting for me
behind the scenes I don’t think I would have continued in college because I wouldn’t have been
able to. So I feel like the social workers and programs like this (FS) and those certain courses
that they do in our high school education, it’s very, it’s needed a lot because you just don’t, for
me, it was almost like I was too scared to talk to them or ask for any sort of help because I was
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so independent or ask any types of questions because it was like, you just didn’t know these
people, and it was a different situation and it was weird.”
Persons 2, 3, 4, 5: Hard to know when it is ok to trust regarding relationships with
intimacy, work as haven, school as haven; attachment issues, fear of abandonment, fear of
retribution/abuse; staying connected is very uncomfortable and pushing people away.
Person 2: “Physically-wise from having so much like I guess, I mean, physical abuse
growing up, like I always was ducking and stuff. Like anytime anybody raised their arms around
me, like I would be ducking and stuff, you know, and like I, it got to the point where they’re
(foster parents) like yelling at me to stop doing that, like, you know, like, they’re like we’re not
going to hit you, you know, like. But eventually, you know, after time, you grow out of that and
stuff and like lose those reflexes.”
Person 4: “ I just didn’t want to be a part of it anymore. I had been so sick of it, like the
whole system was just, honestly, it was a mess, and it just was so hard for me to figure anything
out for myself and feeling like I have to figure everything out by myself and just not have any
help ever and like financially, school, mentally, emotionally, just everything. It was like, here’s a
foster family, you don’t know anything about them, you don’t know who they are, you figure out
how to grow up, figure everything out on your own while figuring out your emotions and having
to deal with like your previous family and everything that’s already happened, it’s just like, it’s
so much, and they just don’t prepare you for it, and then let alone like it’s just, like I felt like I
wasn’t prepared at all for adulthood and like I had to prepare myself, which is the only reason I
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was ready. Like, I would never leave because I just like never wanted to be anywhere besides
school [crying].”
Persons 1,2,3,4,5: importance of supportive adults offering advice and direction; a place
of respite or temporary lodging; kindness, acceptance, patience, willingness to explain why
structure is needed; ongoing connection, love.
Persons mentioned: grandparents, aunt/uncles, siblings, family friends, friends from high
school and their parents, HS teachers, coaches, counselors, social workers, therapeutic
counselors, doctors, part time job supervisors and managers, staff at local human service
agencies, campus departments/Fostering Success.
Person 2: “Now that I think about it, my foster parents, my first foster parents that I was
with for the year and seven months to start with, they were very like, when I look back I’m super
thankful for how they were. . . . So I think, I think once I finally got, started getting into that part
of life at 14 with my foster parents I think that that was like a very healthy introduction, is them
putting boundaries in place for me, I guess, you know, and obviously I always knew I didn’t
want to do drugs and stuff like that, just in myself, but yeah.”
Basic Needs Cluster
Persons 1, 2, 3, 5: continued abuse, neglect; forced labor while in care; provision ONLY of
roof over head; punished for taking food
Persons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5: concern for physical safety.
Persons 2, 3, 4: memory challenges—lack of recall, blackout of circumstances, fuzzy
memory, emotional triggers, haziness, blackout
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Person 2: “we were worked very hard and like made to keep things neat and nice and clean
up after everybody else and everything and whatever, so it was kind of something that was
already ingrained in me.”
Person 5: “I’ve always been really confused about all of it. . . . And I struggle with that for so
long, and I’m trying so hard to get on top of it, and I try to make lists and write things down and
Post-it notes and remind myself, but I just get so overwhelmed to where I just need, shut out and
regroup, but, yeah, I don’t even know if I have insurance right now.”
Person 3: “It’s almost like blackout. Thinking back on my life, like I don’t even remember
years, like years of time, I’m like I don’t even have a clue, I don’t know.”
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APPENDIX J
RESEARCHER IDENTITY MEMO (BRACKETING) OUTLINE
9.14.2020 (revised, March, 2021)
It was suggested the researcher complete a memo identifying personal experiences that
may have influenced interpretation in the IPA process (Maxwell, 2018). The following is the
outline of the memo written by the researcher near the beginning of the project, and updated at
the beginning of the process of analysis of data.
•

Grasping the concept of “nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 2000), understanding
the experience of young adults from OHC is the driving force behind this effort.

•

Review of formative years, including socio-economic status, family structure, early
schooling;

•

Review of social influences: Civil Rights Movement, War in VietNam, Watergate, Kent
State shootings, social justice perspectives in secondary education.

•

Work and work ethic: beginning at age 14–15.

•

Higher Education: B.A., M.Ed., desire to obtain Doctorate.

•

Career primarily in higher education working with students in residential settings (Ohio,
Arizona, Massachusetts, Minnesota), then in out-of-class activities (volunteerism, social
justice, leadership development) and teaching on occasion (service-learning and
organization management). Social justice perspective enhanced at NAU and UMASSAmherst.
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Entry to Hamline DPA program: selected for access, room at table for semi-rural
Wisconsin resident, social justice perspective of the University.

•

Researcher places high value on education, civic engagement, and social justice. The
study may provide contribution to body of knowledge about the topic(s), shared through
the voices of those most directly impacted.

•

Background with the Fostering Success program: Board of Advisors, temporary
supervisor while program was in transition to its permanent home, return to Board of
Advisors role. Also, reflection on the Influencers (P. Holsinger-Fuchs, G. Munns, several
students from the FS program who were willing to share their background).

•

Early challenges in working with students from Fostering Success: culture conflicts—
researcher’s initial lack of understanding of young adult willingness to be “studied,”
perceived as poking and prodding and analyzing by adults, with prior experience of not
being able to trust adults or systems, including protective armor worn by many young
adults as they leave out-of-home care. This experience led to enhanced capacity and
tolerance for ambiguity, a learning curve that included development of patience and
timing. Discovery of IL process and realization that not all young adults from out of
home care knew of or utilized IL. Questions about rationale in public administration
theory, law, and policies regarding how to better serve the young adults in these
situations. Initial review of literature was informative and eye-opening.

•

Changes in professional role and responsibilities and re-launch of dissertation process
(delayed due to family health and job considerations).

PHENOMOLOGY—INDEPENDENT LIVING
•

376

Family growth: discovery of two older siblings, one born before WW2 and one shortly
after. Both were fostered as infants, both adopted into loving families; rewards of
meeting and getting to know them. Coincidental that focus of dissertation is related to
out-of-home (foster) care.

•

Decision on how best to obtain information from young adults from out-of-home care
included review of qualitative methodologies. The importance of maintaining emphasis
on voices of study participants was consistent from project launch. Researcher used the
list of IL topics to explore at what ages and in what settings she learned about these
topics. Most were learned from parents, some not until after graduation from college.
This process raised awareness of how a person aged 16–18 may or may not have the
maturity (but not the choice to delay) to learn aspects of IL.

•

While size of participant group was anticipated to be small, it was hoped the
interpretation of young adult voice would be sufficient to offer and amplify acceptable
recommendations to Fostering Success and to DCF.

•

Disadvantages include age difference between study participants and researcher.
Advantages include researcher being age of grandmothers, and in use of Zoom
technology distant enough to not be threatening to the study participants.

End.

